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Master Synaptic Regulator: Activity Regulated Cytoskeleton 
Associated Protein, Arc in Normal Aging and Diseases with 
Cognitive impairment.  
By: Amber Khan 
Advisor: Dr. Hoau-Yan Wang  
Alzheimer’s disease (AD) is a progressive neurodegenerative disease with complex 
underlying pathogenic mechanisms. Epidemiological studies have forecasted that in the next 3 
decades, the number of AD cases will rise to epidemic proportions with enormous medical, 
emotional and financial burdens impacting individuals affected and society. Among many risk 
factors for AD, advancing age is clearly essential and necessary. Revelation of molecular changes 
in synaptic activities leading to the prodromal, mild cognitive impairment (MCI) stage may help 
illuminate the course of pathogenic progression and its cause-effect relationship with various 
targets thereby enabling target-driven disease-modifying therapeutic agents for AD.  
Activity-regulated cytoskeleton-associated (Arc) protein is a prominent regulator of 
synaptic plasticity and homeostasis that localizes exclusively in postsynaptic regions of the 
excitatory systems in the brain.  Arc is involved in AMPA receptor endocytosis in LTD and late 
phase LTP consolidation at the dendritic fields. NMDA receptor activation increases Arc 
expression to facilitate synaptic activities and promote remodeling of dendritic spines. AD 
pathologies can be found in brains of cognitively normal elderly individuals. Together with the 




hypothesize that altered basal and activity-driven Arc expression contribute to deleterious synaptic 
changes at old age and in AD. The altered Arc contributes to synaptopathy in AD through its 
interactions at the postsynaptic density and dendritic spine. However, the mechanisms responsible 
for Arc alteration during normal aging and in AD  are currently not clear.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
In these studies, we systemically investigate changes in Arc protein levels under basal and 
stimulation conditions in hippocampal formation (HF) and prefrontal cortex (PFC) from wild-type 
(WT) and 3x transgenic (Tg) AD mice at varying ages. The results derived from WT and 3xTg 
AD mice show Arc protein levels increase along with advancing age and in AD under non-
stimulated basal condition. More importantly, Arc expression is increased in response to NMDAR 
and insulin receptor stimulation and these stimulation-elicited Arc increases are dramatically 
attenuated in AD. We present evidence to show Arc is regulated by phosphorylation on the serine 
and tyrosine residues and this post-translational modification process is driven by receptor 
stimulation. Arc is also sensitive to oxidative damage as indicated by elevation of nitrated Arc 
levels in aged WT and 3 x Tg AD mice. We reveal that Arc is associated with PSD-95/NMDAR 
and filamin A (FLNA) signaling pathways. Further, we identify protein kinase C (PKC) and Src 
in the PSD-95/NMDAR complexes as well as JAK2 and PAK1 in the FLNA signaling cascade as 
the kinases that phosphorylate Arc following activation of the NMDARs and insulin receptor, 
respectively. Most importantly, we observed a reduced association of Arc with NMDARs 
accompanied by increased Arc linkage to FLNA during normal aging and in AD.  
The relevancy of the findings in mouse AD models is affirmed by examining the 
postmortem human HF from age-, gender- and postmortem interval-matched sets of cognitively 
normal controls, subjects with mild cognitive impairment (MCI) with or without AD pathology 




SNAP and AD under the non-stimulated conditions.   Similar to the observation made in mouse 
brain, Arc expression is increased by exposure to NMDA/glycine (NMDAR), PNU282987 (α7 
nicotinic receptor), insulin (IR) and BDNF (TrkB) in human HF slices from non-demented 
controls.  The receptor stimulation induced Arc expression is universally and markedly reduced in 
MCI-AD and AD as well as in MCI-SNAP although with lesser extent.  Oxidative damage to Arc 
is evidenced in MCI-AD and AD but not in MCI-SNAP.  Arc is predominantly associated with 
PSD-95/NMDARs in control and MCI-SNAP cases but linked to FLNA in MCI-AD and AD. 
 In summary, the data presented indicate for the first time that phosphorylation of Arc 
mediated by kinases in its associated NMDAR and FLNA is a regulatory mechanism for Arc under 
physiological conditions.  More importantly, defected activity-driven Arc expression is observed 
prevalently in diseases with cognitive impairment.   The reduced activity-induced Arc expression 
can occur with or without elevated Arc protein levels and the altered connections with PSD-
95/NMDAR and FLNA signaling complexes.  The data derived from this study indicate that 
reduced activity-driven Arc expression and altered Arc connections occur early in the course of 
synaptopathy and are integral parts of AD pathologies.  Our data suggest that restoring activity-
driven Arc expression may rescue synaptic dysfunction and thereby improve cognitive function in 
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a) Cognitive ability varies with age and disease: 
 Basic cognitive functions are broadly defined as processes to attain knowledge of, and 
interact with, the environment. These abilities are a dynamic skill set that include memory (explicit 
versus implicit), intelligence (crystallized versus fluid), and executive function, and are some of 
the primary functions that decline with age.1 These abilities can also be influenced by other factors 
such as genetics and lifestyle choices which also affect the brain throughout an individual’s 
lifetime. When comparing the effects of neurodegenerative disease on cognitive abilities, a greater 
functional deficit is apparent compared to the healthy age-matched population (figure 1).1-3  
Figure 1: Time course of Cognitive Decline. Progression from normal aging to Alzheimer’s disease or other 
types of dementia. Cognitive function diminishes with advancing age. The onset and progression of dementia 






I) Specific pathological changes correlate with cognitive decline. 
 
Several pathological changes have been connected to age-related cognitive decline. 
Region-specific changes in grey matter volume begin after the age of twenty and continue to 
progress in an age-dependent manner1. Such changes have been attributed to several potential 
causes, including subtle changes in the synaptic structure of the brain especially in the 
hippocampus and prefrontal cortex. As studies in mice have shown, animals undergo age-
dependent changes in α-amino-3-hydroxy-5-methyl-4-isoxazolepropionic acid receptor (AMPA-
R) and N-methyl-D-aspartate receptor (NMDA-R) density and assembly’s in the postsynaptic 
density (PSD)4. In Sprague-Dawley rats, the abundance of NMDA-Rs is lower in animals at 25 
months of age and older compared to very young rats (< 3 months)5,6. Such changes in 
compositions and/or density of these crucial synaptic receptors can conceivably negatively affect 
the neuronal function due to altered signaling downstream of NMDA-Rs and AMPA-Rs. 
Significantly, these receptor changes also compromise synaptic transmission and ultimately, 
diminish long term potentiation induction and maintenance5-7. Such changes contribute to overall 
grey matter volume loss through decreased synaptic density and reduction in neuron size.  
Changes in volume and function of white matter in various brain regions has also been 
reported in non-demented, aged subjects and patients with cognitive impairment8. Significant age-
related decreases in white matter volume was noted in regions important for their communication 
with the hippocampus.8,10-11 In support, anterior changes in white matter, and  loss of integrity in 
white matter tracts of the corpus callosum have been reported using diffuse tensor imaging (DTI).12 
The pathological changes and consequent functional impairments seen in aging are accelerated in 




b) Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI) is clinically and pathologically a unique, 
early stage of dementia.  
 
Mild cognitive impairment (MCI) is a clinical classification that was originally identified 
and described by Petersen and colleagues in 1999.12 It marks an important phase of disease 
progression that is generally considered a transitional state between normal cognitive function and 
dementia.12,13 Individuals with MCI have been shown to convert to Alzheimer’s disease at a rate 
of 5-20% per year. By comparison, the incidence rate of Alzheimer’s disease in the general 
population of age-matched individuals is approximately 1-2%13. One of the original goals of 
identifying this prodromal stage of cognitive impairment was to establish a window for early 
therapeutic intervention in dementia patients that were specific to Alzheimer’s disease dementia13-
15. In the nearly two decades since its original conception, the definition of MCI has evolved and 
expanded to include unique subtypes, thereby complicating the clinical and pathological definition 
of MCI14. Importantly, these subtypes include heterogeneous patient population each with distinct 
pathogenic pathways and the potential to progress to a variety of dementias.  
MCI is classified into distinct subtypes based on a patient’s clinical presentation (figure 2). 
A subject will be classified as either amnestic MCI (aMCI) or non-amnestic MCI (naMCI) based 
on neuropsychological tests of cognitive function13,15,16. If an individual exhibits memory deficits, 
they will be given a diagnosis of aMCI. If a subject shows reduced cognitive function in another 
domain, (e.g. language, executive function) but does not test poorly in memory, they are classified 
as naMCI 14. Individuals can be classified as having impairments in a single cognitive domain or 






In 2011, the National Institute on Aging-Alzheimer’s Association (NIA-AA) proposed 
criteria to subdivide individuals into two distinct categories based on pathology using imaging and 
fluid biomarkers: MCI-AD (MCI caused by Alzheimer’s disease) and MCI-sNAP (MCI suspected 
non-Alzheimer disease pathology)17.  Although MCI-sNAP subjects exhibit neurodegeneration 
similar to AD subjects, they do not exhibit elevated levels of Aβ deposition as present in AD 
brains16. In contrast, MCI-AD subjects have accelerated neuronal injury, degeneration, and 
biomarker profiles that more closely parallel the levels seen in AD16 (figure 3).  
 
 
Figure 2: Comparison of current criteria for mild cognitive impairment (MCI). 
Source: Modified from Petersen RC, Caracciolo B, Brayne C, Gauthier S, Jelic V, Fratiglioni L. Mild 







Importantly, both amnestic and non-amnestic patients can be classified into either MCI-AD or 
MCI-sNAP groups; this indicates that a clinical diagnosis does not necessarily predict the 
pathology underlying the disease. Further, although the rates of conversion to AD are higher in 
MCI-AD patients, both MCI-sNAP and MCI-AD individuals can progress to AD. This 
underscores the idea that AD has a complex pathogenic mechanism.   
 
c) Alzheimer’s disease is the most common cause of dementia in the global 
population. 
 
 Dementia is a syndrome that affects memory, language and other cognitive skills severely 
enough to impair an individual’s everyday functioning. This is a result of damage to neurons in 
specific regions of the brain. Alzheimer’s disease is the leading cause of dementia, but it is not 
the only one20. Several other types of dementia are commonly seen in elderly patients, including: 
Figure 3: Suggested criteria for the likelihood that MCI is due to AD. The presence of Aβ42 can be detected 
with PET and CSF analysis. The presence of neuronal injury can be detected using MRI. Low levels of Aβ42 and 
elevated tau in the CSF with tau/ Aβ42 ratio ≥ 0.39  indicates progression to AD, as does a low ratio of Aβ42 to tau 
in the CSF 





vascular dementia, Lewy body dementia, and Fronto-temporal dementia among others19. Many 
individuals who are diagnosed with one form of dementia may have pathology and symptoms of 
a secondary form, resulting in wide varieties of mixed dementia20-22. This mixed pathology 
complicates research models as well as the successful diagnosis and treatment of patients. 
Regardless of this complication, the overwhelming data indicates that a majority of dementia 
patients are diagnosed with AD as the primary form of dementia20. Further, this number is 
projected to increase in the coming decades. 
I) Alzheimer’s disease is a public health epidemic. 
 
Increasingly larger percentages of the global population are living longer than previous 
generations21. The total number of people over 60 years old is estimated to become 22% of the 
world’s population by 2050 with the number of people afflicted with some form of dementia 
doubling every 20 years21,23 (figure 4).  
Figure 4: Projected Populations of AD. The projected number of people age 65 years and older (total 
and by age group) in the U.S. population with Alzheimer's disease, 2010 to 2050. 
Source: Alzheimer's Association. 2016 Alzheimer's disease facts and figures. Alzheimer's & 





Due to this increase in the cognitively impaired patient population, the incidence rate of 
AD is expected to increase proportionally. It is estimated that by the year 2050, 13.8 million 
individuals in the United States of America alone will have AD dementia24.  The estimated cost 
of care for AD patients is expected to approach $221 billion nationally21. These conservative 
financial estimates underscore the urgent and significant need for early and reliable diagnosis, 
effective treatment and management of the economic burden as the AD patient population 
continues to grow. 
II) Diseases of cognitive impairment are clinically assessed using a diagnostic 
screening tool.  
The Folstein Mini Mental State Exam (MMSE) is a widely used neuropsychological 
assessment tool in the Western hemisphere. It is used by physicians and other clinical 
professionals to evaluate changes in an individual’s cognitive function over time25. The DSM 
recommends that physicians administer this test to patients who are 65 years and older and 
indicate/exhibit a possibility of dementia26. The MMSE is a paper based 11 item exam with a 
maximum possible score of 30. Subjects answer questions on different topics ranging from 
comprehension, memory recall and attention. A score in the range of 24-30 is considered normal 
while a lower score indicates some degree of cognitive impairment27. One of the major limitations 
of this screening tool is it exhibits a ceiling effect. That is, individuals who fall into the pre-
dementia phase of cognitive decline will not be effectively diagnosed as at risk using this exam 
because they will fall into the upper “normal” range27. 
The Montreal Cognitive Assessment (MoCA), another frequently used assessment tool 




impairment29. Similar in format to the MMSE, the MCoA is an 11 item, 30 point test. However, 
it includes more challenging questions that focus on higher level functioning such as visuospatial 
processing, language and executive functions.29 This more thorough interrogation of executive 
function may be crucial in discerning MCI from healthy cognitive function as well as from normal 
cognitive aging.27-30 However, in some cases, MCI patients do not exhibit clinical symptoms. 
Further, a varying degree of subjectivity can make clinical diagnoses difficult. Therefore, other 
methods are used to measure pathological changes for detection and diagnosis of diseases.  
III) Disease pathogenesis is measured and monitored using various detection 
methods. 
 
MCI was designated as a unique phase of cognitive impairment by Petersen and colleagues 
1999, with the intention of providing an opportunity for early therapeutic intervention12. Indeed, 
changes in specific pathological traits associated with AD begin during progressive mild cognitive 
impairment (MCI) or earlier. To monitor disease progression as well as determine disease 
prognosis, researchers and clinicians use a combination of different neuroimaging and fluid 
biomarker methods (figure 5). In addition, neuropsychological testing to assess clinical symptoms 
is conducted to correlate clinical and pathological symptoms in subjects. Neuroimaging 
techniques, which are less invasive than CSF biomarkers, include structural MRI, functional MRI, 
and PET imaging using the (11)C-labelled Pittsburgh Compound-B to determine the levels of 
amyloid deposits. The most commonly used fluid biomarkers are cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) levels 





AD causes region-specific cortical thinning and atrophy, specifically, in the hippocampus 
and cortex32. To measure these changes, structural MRI is used to assess volumetric changes and 
loss in a progressive, longitudinal manner. Similarly, functional changes are known to occur as a 
result of impaired synaptic function. This results in decreased metabolic activity which is assessed 
using functional MRI32. Amyloid beta deposition in the brain is assessed using PET imaging31. 
The Pittsburgh Compound used in PET imaging to detect levels of Aβ deposition has been used in 
the largest number of patients to date31,32.  
Figure 5: A hypothetical temporal model of Alzheimer's disease biomarkers. The threshold for the first detection 
of biomarkers associated with pathophysiological changes is indicated by the black horizontal line. The area below 
the detection threshold is the zone in which abnormal changes lie. In this model, tau pathology can precede Aβ 
deposition in time, but only in the early stages of the disease. Aβ deposition occurs independently and rises above the 
biomarker detection threshold (purple and red arrows). This accelerates  tauopathy, and CSF tau then rises above the 
detection threshold (light blue arrow). Later, changes in PET and MRI (dark blue arrow) rise above the detection 
threshold. Finally, cognitive impairment becomes evident (green arrow), with a wide range of cognitive responses that 
depend on the individual's risk profile (light green‐filled area). Note that while CSF Aβ42 alteration is plotted as a 
biomarker (purple), this represents a decrease in CSF Aβ42 levels and is a surrogate for an increase in parenchymal 
Aβ42 and changes in other Aβ peptides in the brain tissue. Aβ, amyloid β‐protein; FDG, fluorodeoxyglucose; MCI, 
mild cognitive impairment.  




Since CSF is in direct contact with neurons that house and eventually expel the hallmark 
pathological features of AD, the levels of Aβ and tau (p/total) in CSF functions as a barometer of 
neuronal damage and neuronal AD pathology. Several studies have shown that CSF Aβ42 levels 
in patients with AD were reduced compared to age-matched cognitively normal controls31-33. This 
is due to amyloid peptide aggregation and plaque formation in the brain, resulting in a decreased 
Aβ42availability in the CSF. Hence, there is an inverse relationship between CSF Aβ42 in AD and 
disease progression. Total tau levels in CSF have been shown to be three times higher in AD 
patients compared to age-matched controls. However, because there are many neurodegenerative 
diseases with tauopathies, this measure of AD disease progression is nonspecific33. In contrast, 
phosphorylated-tau (p-tau) protein is an extremely specific biomarker of AD. CSF p-tau levels in 
non-AD diseases, including tauopathies, are normal compared to AD.  
 
d) Alzheimer’s Disease has a complex, multifactorial pathogenesis. 
 
AD, an extremely complex chronic neurodegenerative disease that is pathologically 
characterized by progressive neuronal death, accumulation of Aβ42-rich amyloid plaques and p-
Tau containing neurofibrillary tangles 29. While it has been consistently shown that AD patients 
have markedly deteriorated cognitive functioning beyond their age, there is no clear relationship 
between the progression of pathological changes and clinical symptoms. The conclusive AD 
diagnosis can only be made with pathological markers in the postmortem condition that supports 
clinical symptoms36. The etiology and pathogenesis can vary between subjects due to a variety of 




shown to alter the course of disease progression, which further complicates attempts to 
characterize the disease.  
Advancing age is an essential and necessary risk factor for AD37. One well characterized 
risk factor that occurs in aging and neurodegeneration is oxidative stress. Due to an imbalance in 
redox states, reactive oxygen or nitration species accumulate along with increasing age to hasten 
AD pathogenic progression38-40. Another important signaling pathway that is related to AD 
disease progression is insulin signaling. Insulin receptors are widely distributed throughout the 
brain41. Increasing age is reported to be associated with a decrease in central insulin receptor 
signaling (i.e. IR, IRS-1, Akt) termed insulin resistance42. Comparing to age-matched non-
demented subjects, insulin resistance in the brain is more severe 42. The dysfunctional insulin and 
insulin-like growth factor (IGF-1) signaling pathways are integral components of the complex 
AD pathogenic mechanisms. Dysfunction of the APP processing pathway, which results in 
amyloid beta plaque generation, is central and critical in AD pathogenesis. This pathology, in 
addition to the dysfunctions in the insulin signaling pathway, increased oxidative stress, and 
immune dysfunction collectively contribute to disease progression.     
 
I) Amyloid Beta Plaque Pathology and the Amyloid Hypothesis.  
 
The amyloid hypothesis proposes that a dyshomeostasis in Amyloid-beta (Aβ) protein is 
a key pathogenic event in AD43. This imbalance is caused by a combination of increased Aβ 








Amyloid beta peptides are created through the cleavage of the amyloid precursor protein 
(APP) in a sequential series of enzymatic cleavages. APP is a member of an evolutionarily 
conserved protein family that includes APP, APLP1 and APLP244. It is sequentially cleaved in 
either the canonical pathway or the amyloidogenic pathway to generate P3 or Aβ peptides (figure 
Figure 6: APP processing occurs via either the Amyloidogenic or canonical pathway. APP initially undergoes 
cleavage at either α - or β-secretase sites to release sAPPα or sAPPβ, respectively. This allows γ-secretase to 
cleave the membrane-embedded fragments . Proteolysis by γ-secretase promotes the extracellular release of the 
amyloidogenic Aβ fragments () in the toxic pathway whereas proteolysis by γ-secretase generates an N-terminally 
truncated and non-toxic 3 kDa P3 peptide in the non-toxic pathway.  
Source: Fraering, P. C. Structural and Functional Determinants of γ-secretase, an intramembrane protease 




6). In the non-toxic, canonical pathway, α-secretase makes an initial cleavage which generates 
secreted APP α (sAPPα), a large extracellular fragment that is released into the extracellular 
medium, and the C-terminal fragment (CTF) that remains in the membrane. The α-CTF is cleaved 
subsequently by the γ-secretase complex, a group of enzymes which includes presenilin 1 or 2 
(PS1 and PS2) together with other enzymes. Significantly, the cleavage site of APP by α-secretase 
lies within the Aβ sequence and thus prohibits Aβ peptide production. In contrast, cleavage of 
APP by β-secretase mediates the first step in the amyloidogenic pathway. This causes the release 
of a large sAPPβ fragment into the extracellular medium and a longer β-CTF that remains in the 
membrane. The β-CTF fragment is then cleaved by γ-secretase. This successive cleavage of β-
CTF leads to the generation of Aβ peptides with 38-43 amino acids that are secreted into 
extracellular space43. 
Most Aβ peptides are 40 residues in length (Aβ40), however, a small percentage contain 
42 residues (Aβ42). Increased extracellular accumulation of toxic Aβ species, particularly Aβ42, 
promotes the formation of Aβ oligomers. As the amount of both monomeric and oligomeric forms 
of Aβ overwhelm the brains capacity to remove and degrade the toxic Aβ species, they form 
extracellular plaques. Ultimately, through activation of various different cellular mechanisms 
including inflammatory cascades, the neurons will become damaged and die.   
Since its original proposal several decades ago, this amyloid hypothesis has been met with 
great skepticism due to its inability to fully explain the pathology seen in AD and failure to 
reconcile discrepancies seen between cognitive impairment and degree of Aβ deposits since 
cognitive deficits correlate better with soluble Aβ levels45-48.  An alternative amyloid pathogenic 
theory that indicates soluble Aβ monomers, dimers or small oligomers bind the α7 nicotinic 




α7nAChR complexes are then internalized and accumulated, resulting in impaired transport and 
ultimately lysis of the affected neurons to form plaques49-55. Although it remains incomplete, the 
amyloid theory provides a broad framework to guide drug development and to gain insights into 
the complex mechanisms of AD.  Critically, the amyloid hypothesis is able to explain the fact that 
all AD patients experience progressive Aβ plaque buildup in brain areas that are relevant to 
memory and cognition, and that mutations of APP accelerate Aβ production56. Experimental 
studies have shown that increased Aβ deposition may be the critical initiating step in the AD 





II) Tau Hyperphosphorylation and the Tau Hypothesis  
One of the other key pathogenic mechanisms in AD is tau hyperphosphorylation. Tau 
belongs to the family of microtubule-associated proteins60. There are six isoforms of tau proteins 
primarily found within neurons in the adult brain, created through alternative splicing60. The 
primary function of tau is to monitor the assembly and stabilization of microtubules. Several 
neurodegenerative diseases, collectively termed tauopathies, are linked to tau pathology. Among  
Figure 7: Tau hyperphosphorylation and Tau pathology. In AD pathology, tau phosphorylation events occur 
in a sequential series of steps. 
Source: Johnson, G. V., & Stoothoff, W. H. (2004). Tau phosphorylation in neuronal cell function and 




them are frontotemporal dementia (FTD), Pick’s disease, progressive supranuclear palsy (PSP), 
traumatic brain injury (TBI) and AD. Specifically, in these conditions, tau pathology is due to 
dysregulated tau phosphorylation resulting in hyperphosphorylated tau61. 
Hyperphosphorylated tau loses affinity for microtubules and dissociates from them. The 
increased pool of free hyperphosphorylated tau after dissociation from microtubules is likely an 
important first step to its aggregation in AD. Untethered from microtubules, hyperphosphorylated 
tau twists together to form paired helical filaments (PHFs) that are found abundantly in 
neurofibrillary tangles (figure 7). In a toxic gain of function, hyperphosphorylated tau also 
actively disrupts microtubules and inhibits their assembly and even sequesters functional tau and 
other microtubule-associated proteins. Hyperphosphorylation also changes tau’s localization 
from axon-predominant to include dendrites, neuronal cell bodies and presynaptic areas, leading 
to wide spread synaptic, dendritic and axonal dysfunction. In cultured cells, abnormal tau is 
shown to convert normal tau into abnormal tau. This conversion mechanism has been 
hypothesized to be a mechanism by which tau aggregates in particular neuron populations 
propagate to other brain areas62-64. This spread of tau is correlated with disease progression 
according to Braak staging, and is considered a later development in AD pathogenic disease 





e) Early Neurodegeneration and dysfunction in Alzheimer’s Disease is 
characterized by synaptic changes and loss of synapses. 
One of the earliest pathological manifestations of AD, is a dysfunction and loss of synapses 
(figure 8). This change at the synapses, which has been investigated for several years and is 
recognized as a significant transformation in the progression toward disease, begins decades before 
Figure 8: The sequence of major pathogenic events leading to AD proposed by the amyloid 
cascade hypothesis. Highlighted in red is a critical early event: compromise in synaptic function due to 
Aβ oligomers, which may directly injure the synapses. 




the presentation of clinical symptoms of AD and continues throughout the course of the disease.  
It has been well studied and established that dendritic spine morphology is modifiable and dictated 
by functional changes occurring at the dendritic spines65. That is, the spine morphology change 
according to the coordinated responses of the scaffold proteins, receptors and channels located at 
these synapses to environmental signals. In the absence of any neurodegenerative disease, brain 
changes in older adults, are largely due to decreases in synaptic density, rather than frank cell 
death66,67. However, age-related synaptic loss is accelerated in brains of MCI and AD. In a 
quantitative study measuring the density of synapses in the frontal and temporal cortices using 
biopsied tissue, a significant decrease (25-36%) in the abundance of synapses was found in patients 
who had been given a diagnosis of AD in the past 2-4 years. Additionally, there is an estimated of 
15-35% synapse loss per cortical neuron in individuals with AD68. In another quantitative 
assessment study using postmortem hippocampus from AD subjects, there was a 44% synapse 
loss. In comparison, the age matched MCI group showed a statistically non-significant 13% 
synapse loss. These were synaptic losses compared to the age matched NCI (no cognitive 
impairment) group, which experienced no significant synapse loss67. Importantly, these 
quantitative studies show that synapse loss correlates better with cognitive deficits as indicated by 
MMSE scores than the overall density of plaques and tangles68,69. Together, these studies indicate 
that synaptic destruction occurs early in the AD pathogenesis and contributes to functional deficits.  
Thus, unraveling the underlying mechanisms for synaptic destruction can lead to more effective 





f) The post-synaptic density of glutamatergic, excitatory synapses is a major site 
for long term potentiation and depression.  
The postsynaptic density (PSD) is a thick, multilayer compartment. It is a region of critical 
protein-protein interactions that regulate LTP, LTD, and downstream signal transduction in the 
postsynaptic cells. Altered PSD structure and molecular compositions are implicated in numerous 
neurological diseases including AD. Synaptic plasticity is a broad term that describes long lasting, 
activity-related strengthening or weakening of synaptic transmission. Such modifications in 
synaptic strength enable consolidation and encoding of memories through coordinated changes in 
various cellular mechanisms and signaling pathways that result in remodeling of dendritic spines 
of pyramidal neurons in key brain regions such as cerebral cortex. These include the well-
established phenomena of long term potentiation (LTP) and long term depression (LTD). 
I) LTP and LTD at glutamatergic excitatory synapses depend on NMDA and 
AMPA receptor activity.  
LTP was first demonstrated in 197370, and has been extensively studied since. The NMDA-
R dependent model of LTP is considered to be widespread in the CNS71, although other types of 
LTP do exist (e.g. mossy fiber LTP)72. There are two phases of LTP: early phase (induction) and 
late phase (consolidation). Early phase LTP (E-LTP) is initiated by an influx of Ca2+ ions through 
NMDA receptors.73 Increased [Ca2+] leads to activation of Calcium/Calmodulin Kinase II 
(CamKII). CamKII contacts the actin cytoskeleton through an unknown number of mediators and 
modulators and results in changes in dendritic spine morphology (figure 9a and 9b).74-76 
Concurrently, AMPA receptors are activated by kinase-dependent phosphorylation. LTP results in 
an increase in surface level expression of AMPA-R receptors.77 The consolidation phase of LTP 
is dependent on gene transcription for the synthesis of new proteins in order to maintain synaptic 




activation of transcription factor CREB, along with various signaling proteins and kinases have 
been implicated in this late phase.71,75 
Long term depression (LTD), similar to LTP, is widely expressed in the CNS.71 Like LTP, 
induction of LTD can be dependent on a postsynaptic influx of [Ca2+] through NMDA-R. 
Alternatively, in mGluR mediated LTD, the induction and changes in expression are due to surface 
mGlu-receptors. Although these two different forms of LTD have different mechanisms, the 
outcome of both is the same: a decrease in the amount of AMPA-R receptors expressed at the 
postsynaptic membrane75,78. Several studies have shown that this dynamic fluctuation in surface 
Figure 9: Mechanisms of LTP and LTD in the PSD. 
(a) Weak activity of the presynaptic neuron leads to a modest depolarization and Ca2+ influx through NMDA receptors. 
This preferentially activates phosphatases that dephosphorylate AMPA receptors, thus promoting receptor endocytosis. 
Strong activity (which is paired with strong depolarization) triggers LTP in part via activation of CaMKII, receptor 
phosphorylation, and exocytosis 
(b) Structural changes associated with LTP and LTD. (1) Synaptic strength correlates with spine volume and the area 
of the postsynaptic density (orange). Note that the PSD in potentiated synapses is often perforated. (B) LTP can also 
lead to the appearance of new spines. 
Source: Modified from Lüscher, C., & Malenka, R. C. (2012). NMDA receptor-dependent long-term potentiation and 






expression of AMPA-R is a result of receptor endocytosis mediated through various signaling 
cascades. Several postsynaptic proteins have been implicated in this process and more molecules 
remain to be determined. After induction by low-frequency stimulation, the increased [Ca2+] in the 
postsynaptic cell activates calcineurin and protein phosphatase I, as well as various kinases (e.g. 
CamKII, PKC) to ultimately decrease AMPA-R levels in the postsynaptic membrane75,77,78. 
Importantly, this endocytic process of LTD, as well as the accompanying dendritic shrinkage 
through cytoskeletal remodeling (figure 9), involve several postsynaptic proteins, including Arc, 
implicated as important players in these processes of memory formation and encoding74,75,78. 
II) Scaffolding Proteins PSD-95 and FLNA function as binding partners and 
regulate receptors in key signaling pathways involved in memory formation.  
The postsynaptic density (PSD) of glutamatergic, excitatory neurons is the site of a variety 
of important protein-protein interactions. The PSD is multilayered, with an intentional 
organization of molecules based on their functional role(s)79 (figure 10). Within this laminar 
structure, each layer has different dynamic compositions. Proteins are organized to allow for 
efficient downstream transduction of signals received from the presynaptic cell. The membrane, 
or surface layer, contains transmembrane proteins such as NMDA-R and AMPA-R receptors. 
NMDA-R activity at the PSD results in changes in AMPA-R concentrations seen in LTP and LTD. 
In the cytoplasmic layer of the PSD, there are a host of proteins that interact with the cytoskeleton 
to mediate dynamic changes in dendritic spine structure80. Among the most critical and abundant 
proteins located throughout the PSD are scaffolding proteins. This specific protein class regulates 
a host of signaling pathways. Specifically, they organize and stabilize various proteins and 




One critical scaffolding protein is PSD-95. Substantial data shows that PSD-95 is one of 
the critical proteins involved in AMPA-R dependent changes at the PSD in response to synaptic 
activity. Overexpression of PSD-95 selectively increased AMPA-R mediated EPSCs in 
hippocampal neurons without detectable change in NMDAR-mediated EPSCs81-83. Conversely, in 
a PSD-95 knockdown study using RNA interference (RNAi), there was a selective reduction in 
AMPA-R mediated EPSCs84,85. These studies show that PSD-95 regulates the synaptic 
transmission of AMPA-R mediated EPSCs.  Although NMDAR-mediated EPSC is not influenced 
by genetic manipulation of the PSD-95, PSD-95 is associated with and recruited to NMDARs upon 
receptor activation86, 52-54.  The functional importance of the NMDAR-PSD-95 linkage is 
demonstrated in the conditions in which excitotoxicity has been elicited such as in stroke as 
blockade of PSD-95 reduces infarct size87.  
Figure 10: Proposed Molecular Organization of the PSD. 
The synapse membrane is enriched with both AMPA and NMDA receptors, but mGluRs are 
distributed in the perisynaptic membrane. The PSD is composed of multiple layers, with the 
stable molecules localized in the surface layer (dark blue). The cytoplasmic layer (light green) 
is enriched with dynamic proteins interacting with F-actin. CaMKII holoenzymes are also 




Filamin A (FLNA), also known as actin binding protein-a, is another scaffolding protein 
that is abundant in the PSD. FLNA was shown to be essential in cytoskeleton assembly and 
rearrangement. The function of FLNA can be modulated by phosphorylation mediated by 
serine/threonine kinases such as Pak1 found in the cytoskeletal compartment of the PSD88. 
Dysfunction or altered conformation of FLNA is a prominent pathology of AD89. FLNA is 
recruited to α7nAChR and toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4) upon soluble Aβ binding to α7nAChRs and 
TLR4 complex.  Thus Aβ interaction with α7nAChRs promotes Aβ toxic signaling toactivate 
downstream kinases which hyperphosphorylate tau and ultimately the formation of the second type 
of hallmark pathology seen in AD: neurofibrillary tangles.  By activation TLR4, Aβ triggers 
release of inflammatory cytokines to promote neuroinflammation. These critical proteins and 
many others, including several immediate early gene proteins also located in the PSD, are crucial 
in the synaptic functions that regulate neuron activity in memory formation. 
 
III) Immediate Early Genes and their protein products function as a rapid 
response mechanism to cellular stimuli.  
 Immediate early genes (IEGs), a category of genes expressed in response to stimuli, are 
implicated in LTP and LTD because of their rapid and transient responses to synaptic activation88. 
Various types of stimuli can provoke upregulation of IEGs. Increased neuronal activity via sensory 
stimuli, pharmacologically induced seizure activity, and behavioral tasks such as the MWM all 
induce IEG expression in neurons in a specific brain regions89-92-80. 
 The response of IEGs to neuronal activity can be seen in the PSD. Specifically, IEG protein 
products (e.g. Arc and homer1a, H1a) are critical in the PSD signal response to neuronal stimuli. 




transcription was induced in rat hippocampal and cortical neurons when rats were exploring a 
novel environment. This result supports the idea that Arc and H1a in the PSD may influence long 
term changes in synaptic plasticity93   
g) Activity Regulated Cytoskeleton Associated Protein (Arc) 
First discovered in 1995, Arc/Arg3.1 (activity regulated cytoskeleton associated) is a 
vertebrate specific gene that is a member of the IEG family94. It produces Arc (Activity regulated 
cytoskeleton associated), a single 55kDa protein that functions in the postsynaptic density and 
nuclear regions of the neuron95. Arc’s mRNA is localized to dendrites in response to synaptic 
activity from the nucleus and is subsequently locally translated in response to synaptic activity. 
Significantly, studies have shown that Arc is expressed almost exclusively in excitatory, 
glutamatergic neurons in the hippocampus and neocortex96. In support, visual cortex of the Arc 
knockout mice (Arc-/-), was not affected by both sensory stimuli, or the absence thereof97,98. These 
experiments indicate that Arc plays a critical role in experience-dependent synaptic plasticity in 
the cortex. Due to this important, central function, a great effort has been dedicated to analyzing 
Arc’s structure with the goal of improving our knowledge regarding Arc’s mechanisms of 
action99,100. Arc, however, is more challenging to understand at the molecular level because it is a 
single copy gene that does not have any known genetic homologues98.  
One of the challenges to understanding the regulatory mechanisms involved in Arc’s 
unique functions is the limited information available regarding Arc’s structure and binding sites. 
In 2015, Zhang and colleagues demonstrated the first partial crystallization of Arc, however, full 
length Arc has never been crystallized100. Beyond this crystallization study, mass spectrometry 
and spectroscopy analyses indicated that Arc is likely to contain two lobar regions with 




various research studies, several cytosolic, dendritic and nuclear proteins have been found to 
interact with Arc via dedicated binding sequences in either the Arc C-lobe or N-lobe (figure 11). 
Since the mechanisms through which Arc influences neurons have not been fully elucidated, Arc-
protein interactions, their dedicated binding sites and the functions of these interactions continue 
to be investigated.  
 I) Synaptic Functions of Arc mediate AMPAR Regulation in LTP/LTD. 
Arc protein plays a central role in both long-term potentiation (LTP) and long-term 
depression (LTD) by acting in response to activity through interactions with several proteins in 
the postsynaptic density94. Specifically, LTP increases Arc expression whereas LTD leads to 
decreased local Arc translation and expression90. This is also supported by earlier studies that 
show late phase LTP or the consolidation phase of LTP requires sustained Arc expression. Arc’s 
role in LTP and LTD has been investigated in numerous studies, yet many questions still remain. 
Figure 11: Graphic Representation of Arc domain structure. Shown are selected regions and known 
binding sites with function. NRD, nuclear retention domain; NES, nuclear export signal; NLS nuclear 
localization signal. Scale unit − amino acids. 
Source: Modified from Nikolaienko, O., Patil, S., Eriksen, M. S., & Bramham, C. R. (2017, 
September). Arc protein: a flexible hub for synaptic plasticity and cognition. In Seminars in cell & 




Experiments have shown that while Arc likely plays a role in early-phase LTP, it is critical 
for late phase LTP99-101. When Arc antisense oligodeoxynucleotides (ODNs) were infused into 
the hippocampi of rats before LTP induction, LTP consolidation was lost, but early-phase LTP 
remained intact99. In another study by Messaoudi et al (2007), rats were infused with Arc 
antisense ODNs 2h after HFS. The rats had a profound and permanent loss of late-phase LTP, but 
not early-phase LTP112. These experiments indicate that Arc is essential and necessary for the 
consolidation phase of LTP. 
LTP has been shown to induce dendritic spine remodeling, a morphological change that is 
linked to learning and memory formation114,115. Thus, Arc not only regulates synapse strength, but 
may also play a role in sculpting dendritic spine morphology during LTP although the underlying 
mechanisms remain to be fully elucidated. Through mechanisms and interactions that are not fully 
understood, Arc is involved in cytoskeletal dynamics at the PSD.  One protein that interacts with 
Arc is cofilin, a postsynaptic protein that binds and severs filamentous actin (F-actin), thus 
promoting the formation of actin monomers116,117. Cofilin is negatively regulated by 
phosphorylation which is induced by synaptic activity (e.g. HFS)115.  During late phase LTP in the 
hippocampus of live rats, cofilin is phosphorylated during LTP and blocking cofilin 
phosphorylation partially reduced late phase LTP, and, 115. In this same study, Arc AS infusion 2h 
after LTP induction resulted in cofilin dephosphorylation and subsequent activation22. These 
results indicate that Arc is necessary for stabilization of F-actin, and cofilin phosphorylation during 
LTP. Other signaling cascades involving Arc and its role in LTP induced cytoskeletal changes 




In addition to its various, critical functions in LTP, Arc is also necessary for LTD. It has 
been well established that AMPARs at the synapse are internalized via clathrin-coated vesicles 
following LTD indiction118-120. In 2006, Chowdhury et al. showed that Arc mediated this AMPAR 
trafficking via its interactions with the accessory proteins endophilin and dynamin118. Specifically, 
Arc affected synaptic activity by interacting with endophilin 1 and dynamin 2 to promote AMPAR 
endocytosis (figure 12).  Arc mutants with altered binding sites for either endophilin or dynamin, 
significantly reduces surface GluR1 levels118. This indicates that Association of Arc with both 
endophilin 1 and dynamin 2 is a necessary regulator of the endocytosis of AMPARs during LTD. 
Figure 12: Arc has multiple effects through its actions in the synapse and nucleus. 
Interactions with various cellular proteins mediate Arc’s functions in the synapse and nucleus to affect 
LTP and LTD. Arc is shown to form a complex with Endophilin and Dynamin to regulate AMPAR 
endocytosis in LTD. It has also been shown to interact with βSpectrinIV and PML-NB in the nucleus, 
although the exact function of this interaction is unclear. LTP; long term potentiation. LTD; long term 
depression. PML-NB; promyelocytic leukemia nuclear bodies. 
Source: Korb, E., & Finkbeiner, S. Arc in synaptic plasticity: from gene to behavior. Trends in 




Arc expression is induced when group 1 mGluRs are activated. This leads to endocytosis 
of the AMPARs in a process termed mGluR-LTD. Overexpression of the Arc protein in neurons 
causes a reduction in surface expression of certain types of GluA subunits and both mGluR- and 
NMDAR-mediated LTD121. Exactly how Arc regulates the endocytic machinery is unclear, and no 
direct evidence shows that low frequency stimulation causes Arc to localize to endophilin and 
dynamin. To fully explain how Arc can associate with and regulate both LTP and LTD, additional 
research is needed to better understand the cellular functions of Arc and how they are regulated by 
different stimuli. Together, these studies suggest that Arc expression can be utilized to gauge the 
changes in the synaptic activity and dendritic dynamics in the diseased brain tissues. 
II) Nuclear functions of Arc  
Although the majority of Arc’s cellular impact is exerted through its role at the synapse, 
nuclear expression of Arc is also critical and increases in response to stimuli 102, 103. Arc gene 
expression is regulated by several second messengers (e.g. kinases) that amplify signaling 
downstream of synaptic activity. Arc transcripts appear within 5 minutes of neural activity, hence 
it’s classification as an IEG.106  
Through its effects inside the nucleus, Arc also exerts a cell-wide change that is implicated 
in homeostatic plasticity. This critical, regulatory mechanism functions to balance the effects of 
synaptic plasticity (i.e. LTP and LTD). Through homeostatic scaling, a neuron is able to adjust its 
response to long-term changes in activity, so that it can maintain the same firing rate. In 
experiments of Arc KO or overexpression, this scaling ability was shown to be compromised110. 
Arc translocates to the nucleus hours after activity induced translation at the synapse. There is a 
direct, positive correlation between time and the ratio of nuclear to cytoplasmic Arc in response to 




pathway.104,109 Once inside the nucleus, Arc is involved in a series of actions that have been shown 
to be responsible for Arc’s critical function in homeostatic scaling. In cultured hippocampal 
neurons, Arc co-localizes with βSpIVΣ5, a spectrin scaffolding protein107 (figure 12). The 
association of both Arc and βSpIVΣ5 (and neither Arc nor βSpIVΣ5 alone) in nuclear puncta 
results in increased promyelocytic leukemia nuclear bodies (PML-nb), a known transcription 
regulator108. Further, it has been shown that Arc acts indirectly through PML-nb’s to reduce GluA1 
transcription resulting in a decreased surface level expression of GluA1103,107.  
III) Regulatory mechanisms of Arc: posttranslational modifications  
 The majority of eukaryotic proteins undergo some form of post-translational modification 
(PTM), a processing event that results in chemical changes to proteins after translation. Generally, 
PTMs occur through proteolytic cleavage or the reversible addition of a modifying group (e.g. 
acetyl, phosphate) to a specific sequence of amino acids within the protein target. Some of the key 
regulatory functions of PTMs include altering protein conformation for targeting and localizing to 
subcellular regions, activation, and degradation123. The role of PTM in Arc function and its protein-
protein interactions is of particular interest because Arc is a dynamic protein: it binds to several 
Figure 13: Sites of Post-translational modifications on Arc. Several residues within the Arc protein 
have been identified as target sites for key post-translational modifications. Among them are 
phosphorylation (P), SUMO1-ylation (S1) or ubiquitination (Ub). ? indicates predicted target sites. 
Source: Carmichael, R. E., & Henley, J. M. Transcriptional and post-translational regulation of Arc in 




proteins and has versatile functions that change based on cellular location and neuronal 
conditions103,105,111,118. These characteristics point to the high probability of PTM involvement in 
directing Arc localization, function, and other aspects of Arc regulation as well as sites of 
dysfunction in diseases (figure 13).  However, PTMs of Arc have mostly not been revealed. 
SUMOylation, an important PTM used in cellular regulation of protein localization and 
function, is the addition of an approximately 10kD protein from the small ubiquitin-like modifier 
(SUMO) family of proteins124. Arc has been shown to be a substrate of SUMO, with two 
SUMOylation sites125.  Overexpression of a double mutant for both SUMOylation sites in cultured 
hippocampal neurons prevented Arc’s localization patterns to the expected subcellular regions126. 
When LTP was induced by activity in rats, SUMOylated Arc accumulates in large amounts to the 
synaptoneurosomal and cytoskeletal fraction of the dentate gyrus127. These results show that newly 
synthesized Arc likely requires modification by SUMO to be targeted to the actin cytoskeleton in 
the consolidation phase of LTP. 
Arc is a tightly regulated protein. It is unsurprising, then, that the PTM type that has the 
most identified consensus sequence sites on Arc to date are ubiquitination sites. In a 2014 study, 
researchers showed that Triad3A, a ubiquitin ligase, ubiquitinates Arc and induces its proteasomal 
degradation. In a series of RNAi experiments, Triad3A loss-of-function analysis showed a 
decrease in Triad3A by 75%, with a subsequent increase in Arc accumulation. When Triad3A was 
overexpressed, Arc levels were reduced and this led to an increase in the level of synaptic AMPA 
receptors128. Experimentally, Arc is also ubiquitinated by ubiquitin E3 ligase, Ube3A94,129. RNAi 
knockdown of Ube3A experiments result in elevated Arc protein levels129. Like Triad3A, 




The most common type of PTM in eukaroytes is phosphorylation, as it has been well documented 
that phosphorylation is a key regulator of protein activity (i.e. kinase activation). Phosphorylation 
of key proteins is a crucial component of the pathways between synaptic activity and cellular 
responses in various transduction mechanisms, including during Arc transcription and 
translation104,106. While four phosphorylation sites have been identified based on consensus 
sequence, direct phosphorylation of Arc has not been directly demonstrated. Arc has been shown 
to interact with calcium/calmodulin-dependent kinase CamKII in a method termed inverse 
synaptic tagging, thus indicating that there is a phosphorylation site for CamKII130. In addition, 
there are putative phosphorylation sites for protein kinase C (PKC) and casein kinase II (CKII)38. 
However, phosphorylation at all of these sites and possibly other potential phosphorylation sites 
remain to be verified or identified.  More importantly, the function of phosphorylation of Arc must 
be elucidated to fully appreciate the role of Arc in the dynamic regulation of PSD and the dendritic 
field in health and disease. 
h) Arc expression and function is altered in disease  
A balance between excitation and inhibition are critical to proper, overall neuronal 
function. Therefore, it is unsurprising that Arc, a critical regulator of synaptic function, has been 
implicated in a large number of neurological disorders. More specifically, a wide range of 
neurological diseases, including schizophrenia, AD, and autism spectrum disorders (ASD) among 
others have pathological manifestations that include dendritic spine abnormalities132,133. These 
include dysfunctional actin and cytoskeletal dynamics132,133. Despite the fact that there are no 
known Arc mutations that are directly implicated in disease conditions, many animal models of 
disease have shown altered Arc expression95. Indeed, Arc itself was discovered during a search for 




Since its discovery, research into Arc has shown that it may be a central protein in a variety of 
other diseases. In animal models of major depressive disorder, Arc expression is significantly 
increased upon exposure to chronic stress134. Changes in Arc mRNA are seen in the PFC after even 
a single exposure to addictive drugs, as Fumagalli and colleagues showed in a rat model. This may 
indicate a significant role for Arc in addictive behaviors138. In schizophrenia, genes encoding 
proteins that are associated with Arc have been found through genome wide association studies 
(GWAS) and other large scale analyses139. Arc and its protein complexes are of interest in 
schizophrenia because NMDAR hypofunction and downstream signaling dysfunction may be 
etiologically important in this disease86.  
 
I) Cognitive disorders, aging and AD  
Arc dysfunction has been strongly implicated in diseases with cognitive defects. The 
neurodevelopmental disease Angelman syndrome is characterized by neurodevelopmental delays 
including speech impairments resulted from a mutation in Ube3A129,136. Mutations and copy 
number variants for Ube3A can also result in ASDs. Mouse models of ASD with altered Ube3A 
indicate decreased levels of Arc along with elevated Ube3A due to Ube3A’s modulatory role in 
Arc protein degradation136.   
Fragile X Syndrome (FXS) is the most common inherited form of mental retardation140. 
The FMR1 gene, which produces the FMRP protein, has been experimentally shown to be 
responsible for FXS. FXS is pathologically associated with elevated levels of mGluR-LTD and 
overexpression of several proteins including Arc. This abnormally heightened Arc expression 
leads to increased endocytosis of AMPARs and increased mGluR-LTD. importantly, altered 




While the role for Arc in diseases with synaptic pathologies and brain dysfunction in these 
neurodevelopmental disorders is postulated, little is known about the changes of Arc during normal 
aging and age-related disorders with synaptopathy such as AD.   More importantly, it remains 
elusive whether change in Arc is the result or the cause of dysfunction and loss of synapses in the 
disease progression in aged and AD brains. Although milder in magnitude, some AD pathologies 
can be found in brains of non-demented elderly144.  In support, brains of the older wild-type mice 
that showed reduced synaptic function as indicated by the attenuated receptor function also 
accompanied by elevated basal but diminished stimulated Arc expression54.  Among various 
pathogenic factors, soluble Aβ even when added exogenously can inhibit activity-dependent Arc 
expression54. Addition of Aβ oligomers (Aβo) at µM or near μM range to neurons inhibits LTP 
and directly induces LTD, spine loss, and eventual cell death94,95,145. Arc has been shown to be 
directly involved in production of the Aβ peptide through its association with endosomes that 
contain the secretases BACE1 and presenilin that are responsible for the cleavage of APP into 
Aβ146. Several investigative studies have also shown reciprocal relationships between Aβ and Arc. 
Wu et al. showed that the number of amyloid plaques were reduced in a mouse model of AD when 
Arc was deleted65. In human AD tissues, Arc protein levels are elevated146. When soluble Aβo are 
added directly to cultured neurons, an increase in Arc protein level is accompanied by a lengthened 
but reduced number of dendritic spines. In a transgenic mouse model of AD (hAPPFAD), Arc 
mRNA expression was shown to be reduced in the hippocampus together with behavioral 
deficits147.  Moreover, a study investigating changes in Arc expression due to age showed a 
reduction in Arc expression induced by spatial exploration in granule cells in the hippocampus143.   
Although these data link Arc to spine morphology and behavioral abnormalities during aging and 




This proposed study therefore aims to fill the knowledge gaps by systemically investigating 
the regulatory mechanisms on Arc during normal aging and in AD.  Using varying ages of wild-
type and 3x Tg AD mice, the age-dependent and AD effects on non-stimulated (basal) and activity-
dependent Arc expression were determined in both prefrontal cortex (PFC) and hippocampal 
formation (HF).  To gain insight into the regulatory mechanism of Arc and whether the regulation 
of Arc alters during normal aging and in AD, we assessed the phosphorylation and nitration of Arc 
under basal and receptor-stimulated conditions in both brain regions from wild-type and 3x Tg AD 
at various ages.  The inter-relationship of Arc with various signaling complexes and the kinases 
that mediate Arc phosphorylation were also elucidated and confirmed using enzyme inhibitors,  
The relevancy of the data obtained in mouse AD model to AD pathogenesis was further determined 
using postmortem hippocampal formation from 8 sets of age- and gender-matched non-demented 






Experimental Procedures  
Human Postmortem Hippocampal formation sections 
This study protocol conformed to the tenets of the Declaration of Helsinki as reflected in a 
previous approval by the City College of New York and City University of New York School of 
Medicine human research committee. De-identified neurologically normal controls and patients 
with diagnosis validated MCI-sNAP, MCI-AD and AD cases were obtained from NIH-sponsored 
brain banks: the RUSH Alzheimer’s disease center (Chicago, IL), the University of Pennsylvania 
Brain Tissue Resource Center (Philadelphia, PA), the Harvard Brain Tissue Resource Center 
(HBTRC, Belmont, MA) and the UCLA Brain Tissue Resource Center (UBTRC, Los Angeles, 
CA).  
 
Description of case cohorts   
The AD cases from University of Pennsylvania were from a subset of a cross-sectional 
study of AD pathology.  The MCI cases obtained from RUSH Alzheimer’s disease center were 
part of a longitudinal epidemiological and clinico-pathological study of aging called Religious 
orders study (ROS) and Memory and Aging Project (MAP), including MCI and AD. ROS cases 
are elderly Catholic clergy (nuns, priests, and brothers) who enter the study without signs of 
cognitive impairment.  MAP is a community based aging study.  All ROS and MAP subjects were 
examined annually with full clinical and neuropsychological evaluations and donate their brains 
upon death. The follow-up rate for annual testing is above 95%, and the autopsy rate exceeds 
90%148, 149.  These MCI subjects were selected randomly from the 350 deceased ROS subjects who 
had validated MCI diagnosis and were similar in age (< 5 year), postmortem interval and gender 




psychiatric disorders.  There was no evidence of vascular anomalies in the hippocampal formation 
of any case used in the current study. Diagnoses of AD and MCI studied met clinical criteria for 
that disorder specified by NINCDS-ADRDA150 based on the assessments in the consensus 
conferences after review of medical records, direct clinical assessments, and interviews of care 
providers. Clinical diagnosis stipulates that an individual showed clear cognitive decline from his 
or her previous levels as verified in the memory tests with at least one other cognitive domain (e.g., 
perceptual speed). The diagnoses were confirmed by postmortem examination of neuritic plaque 
densities in midfrontal gyrus (dorsolateral prefrontal cortex), superior + inferior temporal gyrus, 
inferior parietal gyrus, hippocampus, and substantia nigra as specified by the Consortium to 
Establish a Registry for AD151. The final diagnoses were consistent with Braak scores for 
neurofibrillary tangle (NFT) pathology as recommended by the NIA-Reagan Institute consensus 
on diagnosis of AD152.  Diagnostic neuropathological examination was also done in all tissues 
using fixed sections stained with hematoxylin and eosin and with modified Bielschowsky silver 
staining153 to establish any disease diagnosis according to defined criteria152. The presence of both 
amyloid plaques and NFTs in all AD brains was also confirmed by Nissl and Bielschowsky 
staining and characterized immunohistochemically with anti-Aβ42 and -NFT staining in both 
frontal and entorhinal cortex as well as hippocampus, as described previously49, 51. Control tissues 
typically exhibited only minimal, localized microscopic neuropathology of AD (0 –3 neuritic 
plaques/10% field and 0 – 6 NFTs/10% field in hippocampus).  
Diagnosis of MCI 154,155was purely clinical and indicates that an individual was rated at the last 
examination as cognitively impaired according to neuropsychological tests. A diagnosis of 
amnestic MCI (aMCI, MCI-AD) indicates that the individual displayed prominent deficits in 




MCI-sNAP) indicates that the individual displayed predominant cognitive deficits other than 
memory (i.e., perceptual speed and/or visuospatial ability) at the last evaluation. Cognitive Testing 
Yearly evaluations of the ROS subjects include neuropsychological testing, as well as completion 
of a medical history, neurological examination, and ratings on psychiatric scales. The average time 
between the last neuropsychological evaluation and death is 6-7 months. As previously 
described156,157, such evaluation included the MMSE and 7 tests of episodic memory, 4 of semantic 
memory, 4 of working memory, 2 of perceptual speed, and 2 of visuospatial ability. For data 
reduction in each subject, raw scores on individual tests were converted to z scores relative to the 
baseline mean and standard deviation for the entire ROS cohort. These were averaged to yield 
composite scores on the cognitive domains noted above (e.g., episodic memory), which were in 
turn averaged to yield a composite global cognition score.  
Tissue Collection Autopsy consent was obtained from the brain donors, next-of-kin, or legal 
guardians in all cases. Postmortem cases were stored at 2-4°C until autopsy. After sagittal bisection 
of the forebrain, the brain was cut into coronal slabs. One hemisphere was sampled for tissues to 
be examined microscopically, including the cerebellar cortex, HF, and other brain areas used for 
diagnostic neuropathological assessments indicated above. Samples were fixed in neutral-buffered 
formalin for 24-48 h, and embedded in paraffin. The remaining tissue was frozen overnight at -
80°C and sealed in plastic bags for long-term storage at -80°C.  HF tissue were later dissected from 
the frozen hemispheres of 8 matched pairs of normal and AD cases for the ex vivo stimulation 
with, NMDA/glycine, insulin and BDNF as described below. Surfaces were shaved before thawing 
to remove oxidized surfaces.  Based on the stimulating postmortem studies in rodents and 
postmortem brain studies that tested the effect of PMI on ex vivo stimulation paradigm86,51, 158, the 




current study, the mean postmortem intervals for collection of control, MCI-AD, MCI-sNAP and 
AD brain samples were 6.8 ± 0.6hr, 5. 9 ± 0.6 hr, 6.6 ± 0.5 hr and 6.3 ± 1.0 hr, respectively).  One-
gram blocks from hippocampal formation were dissected using a band saw from fresh frozen 
coronal brain sections maintained at -80°C. All experiments were performed as a best-matched set 
that consist of control-MCI-AD, MCI-sNAP and AD without knowledge of clinical information. 
Postmortem interval (PMI) is defined as the period of time between death and when the tissue 
is frozen1. Previous research149,150 has shown how varying PMD can affect tissue integrity. 
Specifically, DNA, RNA and protein expression are known to be compromised as temperature and 
PMD increase. For each cohort, a total of n = 8 samples were selected.    
3xTg AD Mouse Model Tissue Preservation and Selection 
While AD is a uniquely human disease, animal models are useful for investigating specific 
pathologic mechanisms during aging and diseases of cognitive impairment151.  
3xTg AD mutant mice, also known as the LaFerla mouse, were obtained from the LaFerla lab 
at University of California at Irvine152. This mutant strain harbors 3 mutations that facilitate the 
production of AD pathological markers: APPswe mutations result in a substitution of lysine and 
methionine with arginine and leucine, respectively, leading to an increased production of Aβ152.  
The second mutation is PS1M146V which changes methionine to valine at exon 5 that also promotes 
Aβ42 secretion. The third mutation is MAPTP301L. This mutation accelerates the pathology of tau 
helical filaments seen in AD although tau pathology in AD is not due to a mutation but the result 
of hyperphosphorylation and consequent loss of function. The 3xTg AD mouse exhibits age- 
dependent changes that partially resembles some changes seen in human AD although there is little 




 PFC and HF were collected from wild-type E129 (from Taconic in Germantown, NY) and 
3xTg AD mice to evaluate under basal and ex-vivo stimulation conditions. For the 3xTgAD mice, 
mice were sacrificed at 6-, 10-, and 15-months of age (n=5). For the wild-type E129 mice, tissue 
samples were collected at 4-, 6-, 10- and 15-months of age.  In the earlier reports, Aβ plaque 
pathology has been shown to develop at 6 months of age in the 3xTg AD mouse model, with tau 
pathology observed at 10 months or older4,54. The 4-month-old E129 mice were used as the 
references for age-related changes.  In all experimental series, WTs were assessed simultaneous 
with age-matched 3xTg AD mice. .  
a) Ex-Vivo Stimulation  
 For in vitro assessments, postmortem tissues were gradually thawed (from -80°C to -
20°C), sliced using a chilled McIlwain tissue chopper (100μm X 100μm X 3 mm) and suspended 
in ice-cold oxygenated low Mg2+ K-R (LMKR), containing (in mM): 25 HEPES, pH 7.4, 118 
NaCl, 4.8 KCl, 1.3 CaCl2, 1.2 KH2PO4, 0.3 MgSO4, 25 NaHCO3, 10 glucose, 100 μM ascorbic 
acid and protease inhibitor cocktail (Roche). After centrifugation and two additional washes with 
1 ml of ice-cold LMKR, brain slices were suspended in 1 ml of LMKR. 
Using a well-established ex vivo stimulation method139, human postmortem HP from non-
demented controls, MCI-sNAP, MCI-AD, and AD cases were immediately suspended in ice-cold 
oxygenated LMKR with protease inhibitors, washed and distributed into 5 tubes each with 
approximately 5 mg. Each was incubated at 37°C with either Kreb’s-Ringer (K-R), NMDA (10 
μM)/glycine (1 μM) for 10 min, 1 nM insulin for 30 min, 50 ng/ml BDNF for 30 min or PNU 
282987 (PNU282987 is a potent and selective agonist for α7nAChRs) for 10 min.  In the cases of 




incubated in LMKR for an additional 20 min. The reaction was terminated by addition of protein 
phosphate inhibitors, diluting with ice-cold Ca2+-free LMKR and centrifugation at 4°C.  
Similarly, slices of HF and PFC derived from WT* and 3xTg AD mice at age 4-, 6-, 10- 
and 15- months (n=5) were prepared using a chilled McIlwain tissue chopper (100μm X 100μm X 
3 mm) and suspended in ice-cold oxygenated LMKR containing protease inhibitor cocktails , 
washed and distributed into 3 tubes (approximately 2.5 mg/tube) each was incubated at 37°C with 
either LMKR, NMDA (10 μM)/glycine (1 μM) for 10 min followed by a 20-min incubation with 
LMKR or 1 nM insulin for 30 min. The reaction was terminated by addition of protein phosphate 
inhibitors, diluting with ice-cold Ca2+-free and centrifugation at 4°C. 
*The 4 month cohort had WT tissue only, there was no 3xTgAD matched samples. 
b) Immunoprecipitation and co-immunoprecipitation 
These assessments used previously described co-immunoprecipitation methods51, 53, 158. Two 
hundred micrograms of postmitochondrial fractions from either postmortem human HF, PFC or 
HF of mice.  Brain slices pelleted by centrifugation were solubilized by brief sonication in 250 μl 
of immunoprecipitation buffer (containing  25mM HEPES, pH 7.5, 200mM NaCl, 1mM EDTA, 
protease and protein phosphatase inhibitor cocktails (Roche) and 0.1% 2-mercaptoethanol 
containing 0.5% digitonin, 0.2% sodium cholate, and 0.5% NP-40) and incubated at 4°C with 
end-to-end shaking for 1 hr. After dilution with 750 μl of ice-cold immunoprecipitation buffer 
and centrifugation (4°C) to remove insoluble debris, Arc and its associated signaling complexes 
including FLNA and NMDARs in the lysate were isolated by immunoprecipitation with 16 hr 
incubation at 4°C with rabbit anti-Arc (1μg) immobilized on protein A/G-conjugated agarose 
beads. The resultant immunocomplexes were pelleted by centrifugation at 4°C.After three washes 




by resuspended in 90 μl of elution buffer (pH2.8) for 10 min and centrifuged to obtained the 
supernatant that contains Arc and its associated proteins.  The resultant supernatant was 
neutralized by addition of 10 μl 1.5M Tris HCl, pH8.8 and neutralized by adding 100 μl of 2 X 
SDS-PAGE sample preparation buffer (125 mM Tris-HCl, pH 6.8, 20% glycerol, 4% SDS, 10% 
2-mercaptoethanol, 0.2% bromophenol blue) and  boiling for 5 min. The content of Arc and its 
associated proteins in the anti-Arc immunoprecipitate was determined by Western blotting with 
monoclonal antibodies directed against the indicated target. The Arc complex blots were stripped 
and reprobed with monoclonal anti-Arc to assess immunoprecipitation efficiency and loading. To 
determine Arc levels in response to stimuli, immobilized rabbit anti-actin (0.5 μg)–protein A-
conjugated agarose was added together with anti-Arc in the co-immunoprecipitation process. The 
content of β-actin in resultant immunoprecipitates was analyzed by Western blotting using 
monoclonal anti–β-actin to illustrate even immunoprecipitation efficiency and loading. 
c) Western Blot Procedure 
Samples of both HF and PFC, under basal and stimulated conditions, were size-fractionated 
on a 10% polyacrylamide gel with Tris/glycine/SDS buffer at 100 V for approximately 100 
minutes at room temperature. The gels were electrophorectically transferred onto BioRad 0.2μm 
nitrocellulose membranes in 20% (v/v) methanol transfer buffer. Membranes were blocked with 
10% nonfat milk in phosphate buffered saline containing 0.1% Tween-20 (0.1%PBST) for 1 hour 
at room temperature. The membranes were incubated with primary antibodies of choice such as 
anti-Arc monoclonal antibody were diluted in PBST and at 4°C overnight or at 25ºC for 2 hr. 
After incubation, the primary antibodies were removed and membranes were washed 3 times with 
0.1%PBST and the incubated with HRP-conjugated anti-mouse (1:7,500-10,000 in PBST) for 60 




immunocomplexes were detected using chemiluminescent method (SuperSignal West Peco or 
Femto Maximum Sensitivity substrate, and visualized by exposure to X-Ray film. The specific 
protein bands were quantified using densitometric scan using ImageJ software. The same blot 
was stripped and re-probed with different antibodies to assess up to three additional parameters 
such as loading control (anti-β-Actin antibody) and specific phosphoepitopes (phosphotyrosine 
(pY), phosphothreonine (pT) and phosphoserine (pS) on Arc. Additionally, Arc modified by 
oxidative stress was interrogated by probing the blot with antibodies direct against nitrotyrosine 






d) Statistical Evaluation  
Statistical analyses of 2 conditions were done using a Student’s t-test. Statistical analyses of 
multiple comparisons were done using a 1-way ANOVA. These were computed in Microsoft 
Excel. These results are represented as the mean ± SEM (unless otherwise stated). P values less 
than 0.05 are considered significant. 
Results 
1)  Isolation of Arc by immunoprecipitation with anti-Arc is complete and 
specific. 
The specificity and completeness of isolating Arc by immunoprecipitation with anti-Arc 
antibodies was tested in hippocampi and prefrontal cortices from wild-type mice.  Mouse 
hippocampi and prefrontal cortices were homogenized in 500 μl of ice-cold immunoprecipitation 
medium. Following centrifugation to remove nucleus and mitochondria, 200 μg of the resultant 
post-mitochondrial fraction (adjust to 150 μl with immunoprecipitation medium) was sonicated on 
ice for 10 sec and solubilized at 4°C for 1 hr by 0.5% NP-40/0.2% Na cholate/0.5% digitonin with 
end-to-end shaking as indicated above.  Following centrifugation to remove insoluble debris, the 
obtained lysate was diluted with incubated with anti-Arc (Santa Cruz Biotechnology SC-15325), 
-rabbit IgG immobilized onto protein A/G-conjugated agarose beads or protein A/G-conjugated 
agarose beads alone.  Separately, brain lysate (200 μg) was combined with 6X sample preparation 
buffer and boiled for 5 min (Lysate). The obtained immunocomplexes were obtained by 
centrifugation.  The supernatant was removed and concentrated using 10-KDa molecular weight 
cut-off filter and combined with 6X sample preparation buffer and boiled for 5 min.  The 
immunocomplex containing pellet was washed with PBS and Arc proteins are eluted from 




was neurolized with 10 μl 1.5M Tris HCl, pH8.8 and solubilized by adding 100 μl of 2X sample 
preparation buffer and boiling for 5 min.  The solubilized lysate and immunoprecipitates were 
analyzed by Western blotting to evaluate the completeness and specificity of the Arc purification 
procedure. 
To affirm the completeness and specificity of the anti-Arc immunoprecipitation, 200 μg of 
solubilized post-mitochondrial fractions derived from control HF and PFC slices were also 
assessed by a two-step immunoprecipitation. Lysates were immunoprecipitated first with 1 μg of 
immobilized anti-Arc, -rabbit IgG or protein A/G-conjugated agarose beads.  The resultant 
supernatants were then immunoprecipitated with 1 μg of immobilized anti-Arc.   
The results summarized in Figure 14 indicate that 1 μg of anti-Arc antibodies completely 
and specifically purified Arc from brain lysate.  The completeness is supported by the data showing 
the abundance of Arc in anti-Arc immunoprecipitates from 100 μg of brain lysate is similar to that 
in equal amounts of brain lysate.  In contrast, the supernatant has negligible residual Arc.  Further 
supports for complete immunoprecipitation by anti-Arc can also be drawn from the data indicating 
that there is no more Arc in the Anti-Arc immunoprecipitates derived from supernatant of the first 
anti-Arc immunoprecipitation.  
 The specificity of anti-Arc is supported by the data showing Arc only present in anti-Arc 
but not anti-IgG or protein A/G precipitates in the first round of immunoprecipitation.  The fact 
that equal amounts of Arc can be immunoprecipitated from supernatants of the first 
immunoprecipitation step by anti-Arc clearly illustrate immunoprecipitation with 1 μg of anti-Arc 






Figure 14: Anti-Arc immunoprecipitation in the HF and PFC is 
complete and specific. 
The completeness and specificity of anti-Arc immunoprecipitation was 
determined in mouse HF and PFC.  The blots shown are the representatives 




2) Assessing Arc Expression 
 
2a) Basal and Activity-driven Arc expression is decreased during normal aging 
and in AD.  
 Since Arc expression is strongly related to synaptic activity and synaptic activity is clearly 
declined during normal aging and even more sharply in AD, it is of interest to assess changes in 
Arc expression, especially in response to stimuli that regulate postsynaptic activities.   To this end, 
Arc protein expression under non-stimulated basal conditions and in response to 10 μM NMDA/1 
μM glycine or 1 nM insulin was assessed in both HF and PFC derived from varying ages of WT 
and 3xTg AD mice.  Following incubation, total Arc proteins were purified by 
immunoprecipitation along with actin that are used to gauge the efficiency of immunoprecipitation 
and serve as the loading control.   The data summarized in figure 15a and 15b clearly indicate Arc 
expression increases in response to stimulation of HF and PFC mouse tissue by activating 
NMDARs and IRs with NMDA/glycine and insulin, respectively.   The NMDA/glycine- and 
insulin-driven Arc expression was significantly decreased in an age dependent manner in WT brain 
by 10-month of age. The reductions in activity-induced Arc expression are more robust in the 3xTg 
AD animal. By 6 months old, 3xTg AD animals display a greater than 60% reduction in 
NMDA/glycine- and insulin-evoked Arc expression and further reduction in this stimulation-
driven activity is evidenced at 10- and 15-month of age.  The reduced activity-driven Arc 
expression in brains of older (>10-month-old) WT and 3XTg AD mice was accompanied by and 
coincided with elevated basal Arc levels.  Increased AD pathologies are found in aged cognitively 
normal subjects144. Together with heightened synaptic dysfunction illustrated as reduced LTP and 
increased LTD at old age and in AD, the data presented in figure 16 suggest that elevated basal 




decline in synaptic functions in aged and AD brains. Together with heightened AD pathologies 
and synaptic defects at old age and in AD, these data indicate that increased basal Arc may function 































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Figure 15: Activity dependent Arc expression changes as a function of age and disease. 
a: Representative blots showing activation-induced Arc expression in HF (LEFT) and PFC (RIGHT) of aged wild-
type (WT) and 3x AD transgenic (TG) mice. 
b: Quantitative assessment of the activation-induced Arc expression in HF and PFC from 5 sets of 4-, 6-, 10-, and 
15-month 3xTg AD mice with age matched WT. Data are expressed as the mean ± SEM of Arc/β-Actin optical 
density ratios or % increase above basal Arc expression under non-stimulated, Kreb’s-Ringer incubated condition. 
β-Actin levels are used as the immunoprecipitation/loading controls. HF = Hippocampal Formation, PFC = 
Prefrontal Cortex. 
*p<0.01 Compared to Kreb’s Ringer treated 4-month old WT group, #p<0.01 Compared to respective level in 4-
month old WT group, +p<0.01, ++p<0.05 Compared to respective level in 6-month old 3xTg group, ^p<0.01, 
^^p<0.05 Compared to respective level in 10-month old WT group, Δp<0.01 Compared to respective level in 




2b) Assessment of the overall Arc protein levels.  
Since Arc is an important synaptic regulator, we determined whether the overall Arc 
protein expression in the HF and PFC is altered during normal aging and in AD.  To achieve this 
goal, the post-mitochondrial fractions prepared from 4-, 6-, 10-, and 15-month-old (there is no 
3xTg AD cohort at 4 months) WT and 3xTg AD mice were solubilized by boiling in SDS-PAGE 
sample preparation buffer (n=5).   The Arc protein levels were assessed using Western blotting 
with anti-Arc antibodies (Santa Cruz Biotechnology: SC-17839).  The blots were stripped and re-
probed with anti-β-actin antibody (SC-517582) to ascertain even loading.    The data shown in the 
representative blots (figure 16a) and quantification (figure 16b) indicate that Arc protein 
expression increases as mice age in both brain regions of WT mice.  While the Arc protein levels 
in HF did not differ between 4- and 6-month of age, Arc expression increased by 44% at 10- and 
15-month of age.  Similarly, the Arc expression in FCX did not change at 6-month of age but 
increased by 12 and 24% respectively at the 10- and 15-month of age.  This change in Arc protein 
levels is even more severe in 3xTg AD mice. In the HF of 3xTg AD cohort, a 64-67 % elevation 
in Arc expression level was evident by 6- and 10-month of age. At 15month-old, there is a 76% 
increase in the Arc protein level.  A robust, age-dependent increase in Arc expression is observed 
in PFC of the 3xTg AD mice as Arc protein levels increased by 44%, 51% and 62% at 6-, 10- and 
15-month of age, respectively. Together with the data showing markedly reduced activity-
dependent Arc expression in both HF and PFC (figure 15), these data may suggest that increased 
Arc expression levels is an adaptive change in response to the reduced activity-driven Arc 
expression.  The elevated Arc protein levels in aged and 3xTg AD brains may suggest degradation 



































































































































Figure 16: Basal Arc Expression levels in aging and AD 
a: Representative blots showing basal Arc expression in HF (LEFT) and PFC (RIGHT) of wild-type (WT) and 
3x AD transgenic (TG) mice at varying ages.  
b: Quantitative assessment of the basal Arc expression in HF (LEFT) and PFC (RIGHT) from 5 sets of 4-, 6-, 
10-, and 15-month-old WT and age-matched 3xTg AD  mice. Data are expressed as the mean ± SEM of Arc/β-
Actin optical density ratios.  
β-Actin levels are used as the immunoprecipitation/loading controls. *P < 0.01   Compared to 4-month WT  #p 




2c) Altered basal and activity-driven Arc expression in Human postmortem HF 
from well-matched subjects with Alzheimer’s disease (AD), mild cognitive 
impairment (MCI) and cognitively normal control subjects.  
The data derived in AD mouse model suggest that reduced activity-driven Arc expression 
may be related to synaptic dysfunction during AD pathogenesis.  To assess the relationship 
between the changes in Arc expression, especially in response to receptor stimulation, basal and 
receptor activation-induced Arc expression was measured in the HF of 8 patients with AD 
compared to well-matched subjects in control, MCI-sNAP and MCI-AD cohorts.  In addition to 
stimulation of the NMDAR by NMDA/glycine, activation of the α7nAchRs by PNU 282987 (a 
potent, selective α7nAchR agonist), the trkBs by BDNF and insulin receptors by insulin was also 
determined. The α7nAchR is the known upstream regulator of the NMDARs 145  and BDNF-trkB 
signaling is intimately associated with NMDARs52,53.  Upon incubation of the HF slices from 
cognitive normal controls with NMDA/glycine, insulin, BDNF and PNU 282987, marked 
increases in Arc expression was observed (figure 17a).    
This receptor stimulation-evoked Arc expression is reduced most robustly in MCI-AD and 
AD than in MCI-sNAP cases (figure 17b). In addition to the reduced stimulation-driven Arc 
expression, significant increase in Arc levels in MCI-SNAP and AD under non-stimulated basal 
condition was also noted.  The increased Arc protein levels under basal conditions may partially 
contribute to the observed reduction in activity-driven Arc expression in MCI-SNAP and AD.  
More importantly, the dampened stimulation-induced Arc expression can occur without changes 
in Arc protein levels under non-stimulated conditions as found in MCI-AD supports the notion 
that reduced activity-driven Arc expression occurs earlier during the course of AD pathogenesis.  
The elevated Arc protein levels under the basal condition is the result of adaptive increase in Arc 




Moreover, the increased Arc protein levels under non-stimulated basal conditions noted in MCI-
AD hints that the homeostastic Arc levels are regulated by multiple factors including transcription 
and degradation which are likely different between AD and MCI-SNAP.    While the expression 
in response to all stimuli was reduced most dramatically in MCI-AD and AD, the dampened 
NMDA/glycine- and insulin-induced Arc response was evidenced together with relatively milder 
decreases in BDNF and PNU 282987 responses in MCI-SNAP. These data together indicate that 
reduced activity-induced Arc expression is an integral part of synaptic dysfunction in diseases with 
cognitive impairments. The differential changes in MCI-AD and MCI-SNAP further highlight the 
differences in disease progression and possibly the contribution of various pathogenic factors to 


















































Figure 17: Arc expression is altered in cognitively impaired human HF. 
a: Representative blots showing basal and activation-induced Arc expression in HF from cognitive normal 
control, MCI-AD (amnestic MCI), MCI-SNAP (non-amnestic MCI) and AD (Alzheimer’s disease) subjects. β-
Actin levels are used as the immunoprecipitation/loading controls.  
b: Quantitative assessment of the basal and activation-induced Arc expression in HF from 10 sets of cognitive 
normal control, MCI-AD (amnestic MCI), MCI-SNAP (non-amnestic MCI) and AD (Alzheimer’s disease) 
subjects. β-Actin levels are used as the immunoprecipitation/loading controls. Data are expressed as the mean 
± SEM of Arc/β-Actin optical density ratios or % increase above basal Arc expression under non-stimulated, 




3) Arc is modified post-translationally by phosphorylation.  
Post-translational modification such as phosphorylation of a given protein not only 
influences its function greatly but also often is incorporated into the signaling pathway as the 
regulatory mechanism for controlling the protein’s localization, interaction with other molecules 
and even degradation. Given that Arc is one of the more prominent synaptic regulators in the 
postsynaptic field, it is of interest whether post-translational modifications of Arc exist, how this 
process is regulated in physiological conditions and whether these mechanisms are altered during 
aging and AD pathogenesis.  To this end, the phosphorylation state of Arc was determined by 
immunoblotting in HF and PFC from WT and 3xTg AD mice and human postmortem HF tissues. 
The completeness and specificity of Arc phosphorylation was first tested by reciprocal 
immunoprecipitation methods.  The phosphorylated Arc in the anti-Arc immunoprecipitates was 
first tested by Western blotting using antibodies directed against phospho-serine (pS), -tyrosine 
(pY) or –threonine (pT).  In addition, the presence and abundance of the phosphorylated Arc in 
the anti-pS, -pY or –pT immunoprecipitates was determined by Western blotting with anti-Arc. 
The results summarized in figure 18 demonstrate again that anti-Arc specifically and 
completely immunoprecipitates Arc which contains pS- and pY- but not pT-Arc in both HF and 
PFC of the WT mice.  In support of complete and specific immunoprecipitation of Arc, the contents 
of pS- and pY-Arc in the supernatants from anti-rabbit IgG or protein A/G-agarose beads are 
similar to anti-Arc in the anti-Arc immunoprecipitates.  
 Further support of the idea that Arc is modified only at the serine and tyrosine but not 
threonine sites as well as the completeness and specificity of immunoprecipitation procedure can 




presented in the anti-pS and -pY immunoprecipitates indicate the immunoprecipitation by anti-pS 
and –pY and –pT is specific.   
 The establishment of the immunoprecipitation method enables us to assess the effects of 
age and AD pathologies on post-translational modification of Arc in brains from mouse model of 
AD and humans. 
 
 





Figure 18: Arc immunoprecipites contain serine- and tyrosine- but not 
threonine-phosphorylated Arc in the HF and PFC. 
a: Immunopurified Arc from HF is phosphorylated at both serine and 
tyrosine but not threonine sites. 
b: Immunopurified Arc from PFC is phosphorylated at both serine and 










Figure 19: Immunoprecipitation with antibodies against the indicated 
phosphoepitopes in the HF and PFC from WT mice.  
Anti-pS and anti-pY but not anti-pT immunoprecipitates contain 




3a) Phosphorylation of Arc at serine (pS) and tyrosine (pY) is responsive to 
receptor stimulation. 
The phosphorylation states of Arc in the HF and PFC of both 3xTg AD and WT mice at 
varying ages (4-, 6-, 10-, and 15-months old) under non-stimulated, basal conditions and following 
stimulation of the NMDARs and IRs respectively by NMDA/glycine and insulin, was assessed in 
the anti-Arc immunoprecipitates by Western blotting using phosphoepitope-specific antibodies.  
Similarly, we also determined the phosphorylation states of Arc in postmortem human HF from 
non-demented controls, MCI-SNAP, MCI-AD, and AD subjects (n=8) under non-stimulated basal 
conditions and following stimulation by NMDA/glycine, insulin, BDNF and PNU 282987. The 
data shown in figure 20-23 indicate that Arc is phosphorylated on tyrosine (Y) and Serine (S) but 
not threonine (T) sites in mouse HF and PFC and postmortem human HF.   Arc phosphorylation 
on tyrosine and serine is increased following activation by all stimuli tested in both mouse and 
human samples, suggesting that Arc’s function is regulated by phosphorylation.  
3b) Arc phosphorylation states are altered during normal aging and in AD 
pathogenesis. 
Under the non-stimulated basal condition, pY- and pS-Arc levels are increased in both HF 
and PFC of wild-type mice at age ≥ 10-month of age as well as all ages of 3xTg AD mice.  In 
accord with the reduced receptor stimulation induced Arc expression in old WT and 3xTg AD 
mice, activity-dependent pY- and pS-Arc is reduced in an age- and disease pathology-dependent 
manner. 3xTg AD mice exhibited greater elevations in basal Arc phosphorylation and greater 
reductions in activity-dependent Arc phosphorylation compared to age-matched WT. This is most 
evident in the 10- and 15-month old 3xTg AD mice (relative to the WT).   
Phosphorylation of Arc is also observed in postmortem human HF. The data shown in 




increased in MCI-SNAP and AD cases and activation-dependent pY- and pS-Arc is reduced in 
MCI-AD, MCI-SNAP and most severely in AD.  
These results indicate for the first time that Arc function is modulated by phosphorylation, 
and these phosphorylation states are modified by advancing age and progression of AD 
pathologies. The fact that changes in Arc phosphorylation are similar in pattern to the alterations 
in basal and activity-dependent Arc expression, strongly suggests that phosphorylation is a 
physiological feedback regulatory mechanism of Arc.  The elevated levels of pS- and pY-Arc are 
likely the result of a dysfunctional protein phosphatase system that is failing to dephosphorylate 
Arc and other proteins at old age and in pathological conditions such as AD, thereby leading to its 





















































































































































































































































Figure 20: Basal and activity dependent Arc phosphorylation expression are altered in HF 
of aged WT and 3xTg AD mice.  
a: Representative blots showing basal and activation-induced Arc phosphorylation expression in 
HF of aged wild-type (WT) and 3x AD transgenic (TG) mice.  
b: Quantitative assessment of basal and activity dependent changes in Arc phosphorylations in 5 
sets of 4-, 6-, 10-, and 15-month 3xTg AD mice with age matched WT. Data are expressed as the 
mean ± SEM of Arc/β-Actin optical density ratios or % increase above basal Arc expression under 
non-stimulated, Kreb’s-Ringer incubated condition. LEFT: pY-Arc, RIGHT: pS-Arc 
β-Actin levels are used as the immunoprecipitation/loading controls. HF = Hippocampal 
































































































































































































































Figure 21: Basal and activity dependent Arc phosphorylation expression are altered in PFC of aged WT and 
3xTg AD mice. 
 
a: Representative blots showing basal and activation-induced Arc phosphorylation expression in PFC of aged wild-
type (WT) and 3x AD transgenic (TG) mice.  
b: Quantitative assessment of basal and activity dependent changes in Arc phosphorylations in 5 sets of 4-, 6-, 10-, 
and 15-month 3xTg AD mice with age matched WT. Data are expressed as the mean ± SEM of Arc/β-Actin optical 
density ratios or % increase above basal Arc expression under non-stimulated, Kreb’s-Ringer incubated condition. 
LEFT: pY-Arc, RIGHT: pS-Arc 





Figure 22: Human HF shows disease dependent changes in Arc phosphorylation expression. 
a) Representative blots showing pY- and pS-Arc increase in response to indicated stimuli.  
b) Quantitative assessment of basal and activity dependent changes in Arc phosphorylations in 8 sets of HF from age matched 
cognitive normal controls and disease cohorts. While pY- and pS-Arc levels are increased in MCI-SNAP and AD, the 
activation-induced tyrosine- and serine-phosphorylation of Arc is reduced in MCI-AD, MCI-SNAP and AD comparing to 
controls. 
Data are expressed as the mean ± SEM of Arc/β-Actin optical density ratios or % increase above basal Arc expression under 
non-stimulated, Kreb’s-Ringer incubated condition. β-Actin levels are used as the immunoprecipitation/loading controls.  
pY-Arc: phosphotyrosine modified Arc; pS-Arc: phosphoserine-Arc. MCI-AD: amnestic MCI; MCI-SNAP: non-amnestic 


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Figure 23 a-c: Arc does not show phosphorylation on the phosphoThreonine epitope. 
pT: phosphoThreonine-Arc; Representative blots showing pT-Arc is not present in basal, unstimulated conditions and does not 
increase in response to indicated stimuli in either mice or human samples. MCI-AD: amnestic MCI; MCI-SNAP: non-amnestic 




4) Nitration of Arc indicates oxidative stress occurs during AD pathogenesis 
modifies Arc.  
Oxidative stress is one of the most common and well documented pathogenic processes in 
aging and neurodegenerative disorders146. The high level of reactive oxygen species (ROS) is 
associated with synaptic damage and causes functional defects in affected proteins. To determine 
whether Arc is influenced by oxidative stress, the level of nitration of Arc estimated by the 
abundance of nitrotyrosine in immunopurified Arc was determined by Western blotting with a 
specific antibody directed against nitrotyrosine.  The level of nitrotyrosine on Arc was measured 
under non-stimulated, basal conditions and following receptor activation in the immunopurified 
Arc from WT and 3xTg AD mice as well as human postmortem disease. The data shown in figure 
24 indicate that elevated nitrated Arc is evidenced in WT at age ≥10-month of age and 3xTg AD 
mice without effects from receptor stimulation. The nitrated Arc levels in both brain regions of 
3xTg AD mice are markedly higher comparing to their  nitrated Arc expression levels relative to 
age-matched WT (figure 24). These data suggests that the heightened oxidative stress during AD 
pathogenesis can destroy Arc’s function thereby limiting Arc’s responsiveness to receptor 
stimulation.   The fact that nitrated Arc levels are much higher in HF compared to PFC may suggest 
that HF has a greater severity in oxidative damage (figure 24b). The human postmortem tissue 
results support the idea that oxidative stress correlates with AD pathologies since nitrated Arc is 
absent in MCI-SNAP cases and the levels of nitrated Arc is lower in MCI-AD than AD (figure 
25). These results demonstrate for the first time that Arc is modified by oxidative stress in MCI-
AD and AD. The levels of nitrated Arc may be used to gauge the severity of oxidative stress and 
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Figure 24: Arc is modified by nitration in the HF and PFC of WT and 3xTg AD animals. 
a: Representative blots showing nitrated Arc under basal and stimulation conditions in HF of aged wild-type 
(WT) and 3x AD transgenic (TG) mice.  
b: Quantitative assessment of basal and activity dependent changes in nY-Arc of 4-, 6-, 10-, and 15-month 3xTg 
AD mice with age-matched WT. Data are expressed as the mean ± SEM of Arc/β-Actin optical density ratios or 
% increase above basal Arc expression under non-stimulated, Kreb’s-Ringer incubated condition. LEFT: pY-
Arc, RIGHT: pS-Arc 







































































































































Figure 25: Arc is modified by nitration in the human postmortem HF. 
a: Representative blot showing nitration of Arc under basal and stimulated conditions in HF 
from cognitive normal control, NY-Arc: Nitrotyrosine-Arc; MCI-AD: amnestic MCI; MCI-
SNAP: non-amnestic MCI; AD: Alzheimer’s disease. β-Actin serves as the loading control. 
b: Quantitative assessment of nitrated Arc under basal and stimulation conditions in human 
postmortem HF. Data are expressed as the mean ± SEM of Arc/β-Actin optical density ratios or 
% increase above basal Arc expression under non-stimulated, Kreb’s-Ringer incubated 
condition. β-Actin levels are used as the immunoprecipitation/loading controls. HF = 
Hippocampal Formation. 










5) Altered Arc connection with key signaling cascades during aging and AD 
pathogenesis contributes to its altered phosphorylation and dysfunction. 
 The fact that Arc is phosphorylated in response to receptor stimulation suggests that Arc is 
associated with key signaling pathways in the postsynaptic density (PSD).   To test this hypothesis, 
we conducted an Arc co-IP experiment and first probed for key scaffold proteins and their 
associated signaling molecules in aged 3xTg AD and WT mice.  To achieve equal Arc protein 
levels, the input anti-Arc immunoprecipitates for WT and 3xTg AD mice were adjusted according 
to their Arc levels under basal conditions (figure 16).  Our data presented in figures 27 and 28 
indicate that Arc is predominantly associated with NMDARs and also Filamin A (FLNA) to a 
lesser extent in both HF and PFC from young (< 6-month of age) WT mice.  While the Arc and 
PSD-95/NMDAR linkage is supported by the high levels of obligatory NR1 subunits and 
regulatory NR2A subunits and scaffolding protein, PSD-95, Arc-FLNA connection is indicated by 
the presence of JAK2, PAK1, PTEN and PP2A along with FLNA (figure 26).  As the age increased 
(≥10-month of age) in WT and especially with AD pathogenesis in 3xTg AD mice, the Arc-FLNA 
connection is strengthened together with reduction in Arc-PSD-95/NMDAR linkage (figure 26-
28).  Such rearrangement in binding partners for Arc during normal aging and in AD pathogenesis 
may indicate age- and disease-related changes in regulatory mechanisms for Arc and possibly 
consequent altered synaptic plasticity and dendritic dynamics.    
NMDAR signaling complexes play an important role in the regulation of synaptic plasticity 
in the postsynaptic density.  NMDA receptors signaling dysfunction is linked to synaptic defects 
and dendritic abnormalities in the AD pathogenesis and to a lesser extent during the aging 
process51, 53, 54. This receptor functional downregulation appears to cause derangement of the 
postsynaptic density with specifically, reduction of NR1 and NR2 levels158, ,159.  The defects in 




showing  reduced Arc associated NR1, NR2A and PSD-95 in 3xTg AD and to a lesser extent in 
aged (≥ 10-month of age) WT mice.  Consistent with the interaction of PSD95 with NR2A, PSD‐
95 may be required for NMDAR localization to synapses160,161. The NMDAR dysfunction coupled 
with diminished Arc-NMDAR connections can lead to reduced LTP and failed synaptic activation 
resulting in eventual cognitive impairments in elderly and AD. 
Filamin A (FLNA) is a critical scaffolding protein that is associated with and regulates 
dozens of receptors and signaling molecules and intracellular protein trafficking by modulating 
actin polymerization166. FLNA is associated constitutively with the insulin receptor166.  Altered 
FLNA conformation in aging and AD is a critical mechanism of disease pathogenesis77. Among 
key kinases of interest in the regulation of Arc is Jak2, a non-receptor tyrosine kinase linking to 
FLNA166. Jak2, along with its primary downstream target, Stat3, are both located in dendritic 
spines. The Jak2-Stat3 pathway has been implicated in synaptic plasticity.163 Pak1 is a member of 
the conserved p21-activated serine-threonine kinase family and is a cytoplasmic protein that is 
recruited to the membrane upon activation. Phosphatase and tensin homolog deleted on 
chromosome 10 (PTEN) is a tyrosine phosphatase that has been extensively characterized for its 
central role in cancer, but has also been implicated in ASDs and other diseases. PTEN has been 
shown to be a critical link between Aβ and postsynaptic depression, although the mechanism of 
this function is unclear156,157. Here, we show that the levels of FLNA-associated PTEN were 
decreased with age in WT animals and an even more robust reduction observed in FLNA-
associated PTEN levels in 3xTg AD mice. The serine/threonine protein phosphatase PP2A is a 
protein comprised of scaffold, catalytic and regulatory subunits. Reduced function of PP2A has 




as indicated by reduced PP2A-Cα/β was noted  in the brains of aged WT at ≥ 10-month-old with 
even greater reduction in the brains of 3xTg AD mice.   
Together, the data presented confirm previous report that Arc is in the NMDAR signaling 
complex and indicate for the first time that Arc is primarily associated with NMDARs and also 
with FLNA signaling pathways as its physiological regulators.  While the Arc-NMDAR 
connection is deteriorated during normal aging and more robust with the presence of AD 
pathologies, Arc-FLNA association is dramatically increased in AD and to a less extent in WT 
mice at the age ≥ 10-month of age.   Such alteration in Arc’s binding partners indicates a shift in 
its regulation during pathogenic progression that may be significantly related with synaptic defects 


















































Figure 26: Altered Arc linkages with signaling complexes in aged and 3xTg AD 
mice.  
Arc association with its interactors are altered in the HF and PFC of 3xTg AD mice 
compared to WT controls. Tissue lysates were IP’ed for Arc complexes and probed for 







Figure 27: Altered Arc linkages with signaling complexes in the HF of aged and 
3xTg AD mice.  
Arc association with its interactors are altered in the HF of 3xTg AD mice compared to 
WT controls. HF tissue lysates were IP’ed for Arc complexes and probed for FLNA, 






Figure 28: Altered Arc linkages with signaling complexes in the PFC of aged and 
3xTg AD mice.  
Arc association with its interactors are altered in the PFC of 3xTg AD mice compared to 
WT controls. HF tissue lysates were IP’ed for Arc complexes and probed for FLNA, 





6) Regulation of Arc by Phosphorylation is mediated by PKC/Src and 
JAK2/PAK1 associated respectively with NMDARs and FLNA 
 The data showing Arc is regulated by phosphorylation of tyrosine and serine and the 
revelation of Arc’s connection with NMDAR and FLNA signaling cascades suggest that kinases 
associated with these signaling pathways are involved in phosphorylation of Arc. To test this 
hypothesis, we incubated HF and PFC tissues with specific enzyme inhibitors.  
Accordingly, HF and PFC slices from 6-month-old wild-type mice were incubated with 
selected kinase inhibitors (table 1): Chelerythrine (PKC), PP1 (Src), Tryphostin B42 (JAK2) or 
NVS PAK1 (PAK1) prior to exposure to either NMDA (10μM) + Glycine (1 μM) or Insulin (1nM). 
PP1 is a potent, reversible and selective inhibitor of the Src family of protein tyrosine kinases. 
Chelerythrine is a potent inhibitor of PKC. As expected, PP1 blocks NMDA/glycine-induced 
tyrosine phosphorylation of Arc only (figures 29, 30). In contrast, inhibition of PKC by 
chelerythrine blocks NMDA/glycine-induced phosphorylation of Arc on both tyrosine and serine 
(figures 29, 30). This result is in accord with the previous observation that PKC can activate Src 
via PyK2 in the NMDAR signaling163,164.     
In addition, we also tested the role for kinases associated with FLNA in the regulation of 
Arc by phosphorylation induced by insulin.  Selectively inhibiting JAK2 by pre-treatment with 
Tyrphostin B42 blocks insulin-induced phosphorylation of Arc on both tyrosine and serine sites. 
In contrast, pretreatment with NVS PAK1, an allosteric inhibitor of p21-activated kinases prevents 
insulin-induced serine phosphorylation exclusively.  In agreement with an earlier report165, our 
present data indicate that JAK2 is an upstream regulator of PAK1 in the FLNA signaling 




Taken together, the data obtained using kinase inhibitors support the notion that Arc is 
regulated by phosphorylation mediated through activation of NMDAR and FLNA signaling 
pathways.   
Name Target 
PP1 Src family Tyrosine Kinase Inhibitor 
Chelerythrine Potent inhibitor of Protein Kinase C (Ser/Thr) 
Tyrphostin B42 Inhibitor of Jak2 (Tyr) 
NVS PAK1 Potent allosteric inhibitor of PAK1 (Ser/Thr) 





Figure 29: Identification of critical 
kinases responsible for pS-Arc and pY-
Arc in HF. 
a: Representative blot showing pS-Arc and 
pY-Arc in HF under stimulated conditions. 
Tissue was treated with different enzyme 
inhibitors to measure phosphorylation levels. 
b: Quantitative assessment of stimulation 
dependent changes in Arc phosphorylations 
due to addition of kinase inhibitors in HF of 
mice.  







Figure 30: Revelation of the kinases that 
mediateArc phosphorylation  in  PFC. 
a: Representative blot showing pS-Arc and pY-
Arc in PFC under stimulated conditions. Tissue 
was treated with different enzyme inhibitors to 
measure phosphorylation levels. 
b: Quantitative assessment of stimulation 
dependent changes in Arc phosphorylations due 
to addition of kinase inhibitors in PFC of mice.  







 Deterioration in activity-dependent synaptic function during the aging process has been 
proposed to be a risk factor in neurological disorders and especially in neurodegenerative diseases 
with cognitive impairment.  However, the underlying mechanisms remain largely unresolved 
although defective synaptic regulatory mechanisms are likely involved. The postsynaptic activity 
is modulated by the prominent regulatory protein Arc.  Arc plays a critical role in regulation of 
learning and memory by modulating stimulation-induced synaptic activity leading to L-LTP and 
dendritic remodeling81-83. Given the pivotal role of Arc in sculpting neuronal function, in this thesis 
project I studied the molecular mechanisms that regulate Arc expression.  In particular, I examined 
Arc under activity-dependent conditions during aging and in diseases of cognitive impairment 
using two brain regions from a mouse model of AD and postmortem human HF tissue.  
 We demonstrate that in response to stimulation of the various neuronal receptors located 
in the dendritic field, Arc expression dramatically increased in both brain regions of mice and in 
postmortem human HF.  The time frame of this rapid activity-elicited Arc expression is in 
agreement with previous findings that mRNA for Arc is localized in the synaptic/dendritic field 
rather than synthesized in the cell bodies and then shipped to the synapses for local activity172, 173.  
Most importantly, we presented evidence that activity-dependent Arc expression is reduced during 
the aging process and in the MCI phase with or without AD pathologies and most severely in AD. 
The graded reduction in brains from aged, MCI and AD cases support the notion that age-related 
deterioration of Arc responsiveness to stimuli is an integral part of synaptic/dendritic dysfunction. 
In accord with the reduced receptor stimulation induced Arc expression, defected NMDAR, 
α7nAChR and IR function have all been demonstrated in aged and AD brains174, 53, 54, 159.  In 




expression in AD therefore supports the notion that synaptic activation by the activated TrkB is 
mediated by the NMDARs through pY-TrkB-NMDAR linkage as previously demonstrated in 
earlier studies175. The defected activity-dependent Arc expression in AD and MCI-SNAP but not 
MCI-AD is accompanied by an elevated Arc protein level.  These data suggest that basal Arc 
protein level is driven by adaptive increases in Arc gene expression in cell bodies. Further, these 
increases are related to the magnitude and/or dimension of synaptic dysfunction and/or destruction 
rather than directly linked to the reduced activity-evoked Arc expression.  In this regard, the 
magnitude of synaptic dysfunction in the brains of MCI-AD is milder compared to AD and 
therefore, most likely occurs earlier during AD pathogenesis elicited by Aβ, especially Aβ42.  In 
addition to the AD pathogenesis, reduced receptor function was also observed in the brains of 
MCI-SNAP cases that are without significantly higher AD pathologies than their age-matched 
peers.  Hence, dampened activity-dependent Arc expression can be induced by pathological 
changes other than, or in addition to, Aβ.   The fact that impaired synaptic functions were observed 
to be mediated, at least in part, by a failure to promote Arc expression by activation of multiple 
receptors may suggest the damage occurs to common mechanisms required for receptor operation 
such as adequate mitochondrial function, healthy synaptic membranes.  Alternatively, reduced Arc 
mRNA levels, resulting from: a failure to transport mRNA from cell bodies to the synaptic field, 
improper mRNA storage, mRNA protection and/or defects in translational machinery may also 
play a role in reduction in activity-driven Arc expression.  Clearly, further research is required to 
elucidate these unknowns.     
Although activity-induced Arc expression has been well-established, the fate of Arc protein 
once it is synthesized is largely unknown. We paid particular attention to the most common post-




its behavior and disposal but also reflects its inter-relationship to and health of specific signaling 
pathways.   We show here, for the first time, that Arc is phosphorylated at tyrosine and serine but 
not threonine sites.  The fact that the levels of tyrosine- and serine-phosphorylated Arc increase 
proportionally following receptor stimulation suggest that phosphorylation of Arc is a 
physiological regulator of Arc that likely influences its function, localization, disposal and/or 
interaction with its binding partners. The reduced activity-driven Arc phosphorylation in the brains 
of MCI and AD cases as well as in 3xTg AD and aged WT mice indicate that Arc is tightly 
regulated and closely associated with the synaptic activities. The highly coordinated 
phosphorylation of Arc suggests that Arc is phosphorylated by the kinases within the signaling 
pathways located in close proximity of or even physically associated with Arc.  This hypothesis is 
supported by our data showing that Arc is physically associated with the NMDARs probably 
through PSD-95 and FLNA as Arc can be co-immunoprecipitated with PSD-95 and FLNA 
although PSD-95 and FLNA are not directly connected.   These data indicate there are at least two 
populations of Arc located in close proximity but not physically associated with each other that 
serve to modulate the synaptic activities within different synaptic/dendritic microdomains.   In 
accord, PSD-95 and its linked NMDARs are found in dendritic spines whereas FLNA is 
predominantly located in dendritic shaft176, 177. 
In an effort to elucidate the protein kinases that phosphorylate Arc, we induced Arc 
phosphorylation by stimulation with NMDA/glycine and insulin to activate NMDARs and IRs, 
respectively.  Confirmed using selective kinase inhibitors, our data indicate that PKC and Src 
tyrosine kinase are responsible for PSD-95 linked NMDAR activation induced Arc 
phosphorylation, whereas JAK2 and PAK1 mediate FLNA-associated IR activation by insulin.  




activation can activate Src, as shown previously178.  Inhibition of JAK2 prevents insulin-induced 
tyrosine- and serine-phosphorylation on Arc thus demonstrating PAK1 can be activated by JAK2 
activation166.  Since Arc is synthesized on demand to orchestrate the dendritic remodeling in 
response to increases in synaptic activities, phosphorylation of Arc with the kinases within the 
signaling pathways may represent a mechanism to provide close monitoring of the selective 
synaptic/dendritic regions by improving Arc’s interaction with specific protein(s) in the synapse 
and/or ability to translocate to specific dendritic fields to monitor synaptic activity.   
Most importantly, our data show that during aging and more prominently in AD, there is a 
shift in the Arc connections from PSD-95/NMDARs to FLNA.  This rearrangement of Arc 
association during aging and in AD pathogenesis appears to occur gradually to provide a prominent 
underlying mechanism by which the diminished Arc in the dendritic spines mediates deleterious 
synaptic activities.   Together with the data showing ex vivo exposure to Aβ42 markedly reduces 
NMDA/glycine-induced Arc expression54, our data suggests that the increased Aβ42-elicited 
pathology during AD pathogenesis reduces NMDAR signal transduction and disrupts Arc-PSD-
95/NMDAR linkage but promotes Arc-FLNA interaction leading to the dominant presence of Arc 
in the FLNA signaling complexes. The reduced PTEN and PP2A in the FLNA signaling complexes 
from 3x Tg AD mice and AD may, at least in part, be responsible for the elevated phosphorylated 
Arc under basal conditions in AD.   
An altered conformation of FLNA is closely linked to the amyloid and tau pathologies in 
AD54.  The altered FLNA can be induced by Aβ monomers or small oligomers since aberrant 
FLNA is found prevalently in mice infused intracerebroventicularly with soluble Aβ54.  In AD and 
to a lesser extent aged brains, Aβ42 binding to α7nAChRs and TLR4 (CD14) recruits FLNA to 




neuroinflammation, respectively53, 54. The abnormal FLNA may also play a role in insulin 
resistance prevalently present in AD159.  Hence, in addition to increased Aβ piling onto α7nAChRs, 
the aberrant FLNA with altered conformation may also cause accumulation of Arc in the FLNA 
associated signaling pathways including α7nAChRs, TLR4 and IRs.    
It has been well-established that elevated Aβ monomers or small oligomers in AD 
destabilize mitochondria, leading to oxidative stress and production of ROS/RNS that 
deleteriously modify the function of multiple proteins such as tau.  In this study, we show for the 
first time that ROS/RNS also modify Arc as indicated by the presence of nitrated Arc in AD and 
MCI-AD (but not MCI-SNAP). The oxidative stress modified Arc was also present in 3xTg AD 
and to a lesser extent aged WT mice.  The differential nitration of Arc observed in the HF and PFC 
of the 3xTg AD mice suggests that susceptibility to oxidative stress is different in these two brain 
regions. These data lend support to the notion that defected Arc plays a significant role in 
mediating neuronal dysfunction induced by the escalated pathologies induced by soluble Aβ.  
While the precise effect of nitration on Arc remains elusive, it is highly conceivable that nitration 
on Arc impairs Arc’s function and consequently synaptic transmission and dendritic remodeling.  
Lastly, reduction in activity-dependent Arc together with higher basal Arc expression are 
observed in the brains from MCI-SNAP patients. Since the levels of Arc-PSD-95/NMDAR or -
FLNA connections in the MCI-SNAP cases are comparable to controls and there is no evidence 
Arc is nitrated, the reduced activity-evoked Arc expression in MCI-SNAP is unlikely the result of 
escalated Aβ-induced AD pathologies. Hence, the underlying mechanism(s) responsible for the 
reduced receptor activation driven Arc is not known although universal attenuation of activity-




are vital to proper receptor function such as altered membrane fluidity may be the primary culprit.  
Future studies are clearly required to fully address this change.  
In summary, our results support the notion that activity-dependent Arc expression is a 
pivotal event in the modulation of postsynaptic activities and dendritic remodeling to not only 
meet the demands of a rapidly changing neuronal environment but also to support long-term 
neuronal function such as memory consolidation.  The data presented indicate that changes in 
activity-dependent Arc expression as well as Arc’s regulation and connections during aging and 
in diseases with cognitive impairment, especially AD, play an essential role in mediating decline 
in postsynaptic/dendritic activity, diminished dendritic flexibility and neurodegeneration. Based 
on the observed changes in Arc expression as well as its regulation and connections during aging 
and in AD, we propose a hypothetical model (figure 31) to depict pathological consequences of 
altered FLNA-enabled Aβ42 signaling via α7nAChR. Soluble Aβ42 monomers or small oligomers 
bind α7nAChR thereby inducing recruitment of FLNA to these receptors.  Dimers of native FLNA, 
coupled to insulin receptors but not to α7nAChR or TLR4, are depicted as straight rods; red curly 
FLNA depicts the conformation altered form that is recruited to α7nAChR and TLR4 and possibly 
also associated with IRs. Enabled by altered FLNA’s new linkages, Aβ42 activates α7nAChR to 
hyperphosphorylate tau subsequently leading to neurofibrillary lesions and neurodegeneration.  
While Arc is associated with both PSD-95/NMDARs and FLNAs under the physiological 
conditions, the elevated Aβ also promote the translocation of Arc from PSD-95/NMDARs to 
FLNAs.  This change is accompanied by an enhanced inflammatory cytokine release (TNFα, IL-
1β and IL-6) by reactive astrocytes resulting from persistently activated TLR453,54. This 
neuroinflammation can contribute to insulin desensitization159. Although the insulin receptor is 




contributes to the insulin receptor dysfunction in AD. Aβ’s aberrant signaling through α7nAChR 
impairs function of α7nAChR and of downstream NMDARs thereby limiting calcium influx 
through both receptors. Increasing Aβ42 piling onto α7nAChR results in internalization and 
accumulation of intraneuronal Aβ42-α7nAChR complexes. The hyperphosphorylation of tau 
causes tau to dissociate from microtubules, disrupting microtubule stability, axonal/dendritic 
transport and neuronal function. Along with dysfunctional tau, impaired NMDARs reduce Arc 
expression and LTP with heightened LTD. The diminished postsynaptic activity in the dendritic 
spines resulting from reduced activity-driven Arc expression and perhaps the increased nitrated 
and/or phosphorylated Arc eventually can then cause shrinkage of dendritic spines and loss of 
synapses.  Along the AD pathogenic progression, cognitive impairment becomes more apparent 
and neuropil treads and neurofibrillary tangles are accumulated, neurons degenerated and neuritic 
plaques are formed.  Thus, augmentation of postsynaptic activity mediated by activity-driven Arc 
expression should be considered as one of the therapeutic goals for preventing or delaying age-





Figure 31: Proposed mechanism of action of Arc. 
(a) Under physiological conditions. Arc associates with native conformation FLNA (blue sticks), 
Jak2, Pak1 and NMDAR in the postsynaptic density. 
(b) Under pathological conditions. Aβ42 and altered FLNA (curly orange springs) cause a host of 
pathological changes downstream. Significantly, Arc is uncoupled from the complex it functions 






Through studying changes in Arc expression level in relation to neurotransmitter- 
and/neuroregulator-driven activities, alteration in Arc protein as well as Arc’s interaction with 
other synaptic and neuronal proteins, this study has shed light on the role of Arc in the pathogenic 
progression in the cognition relevant brain regions of MCI and AD. In addition, by investigating 
the relationship between Arc and various pathogenic factors in MCI-SNAP, MCI-AD and AD, this 
study has uncovered novel mechanisms that may alter Arc’s function during the course of 
Alzheimer’s disease pathogenesis that may help to illuminate the differences between MCI-SNAP 
and MCI-AD. The results obtained may facilitate the development of early diagnosis of AD and 
novel treatment strategies. Altogether, the data obtained will help define the role of Arc in the 
progression of postsynaptic/dendritic pathologies in key cognition regulatory brain areas in 
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